AMDOWNANDDIRTY-__ 
THE WAY OUR MEN HAD TO FIGHT IT! 


THE KILL-ZONE 


Carefully sizing up the number of men pouring past his 
position, Wakely was expecting a blast at any moment. His 
glance swept the kill-zone and caught the flash and billow of the 
WP grenade. An instant before the flankers opened fire, he 
heard the bop! of the CGL-4. 

“Fire!” he shouted. 

It looked like it would work. Infiladed fire withered the 
stunned, inexperienced enemy troops. Panic disordered the - 
charge and the confused soldiers began to mill about, taking 
more casualties in the process. Off to his right, Wakely spotted 


half-a-dozen steadier soldiers drop to the ground preparing to - 


return fire. They would have to be dealt with . . . and quickly. 


THE BEST IN ADVENTURES FROM ZEBRA 


GUNSHIPS #2: FIRE FORCE (1159, $2.50) 
by Jack Hamilton Teed 

A few G.Ls, driven crazy by the war-torn hell of Vietnam, had 
banded into brutal killing squads who didn’t care whom they shot 
at. Colonel John Hardin, tapped for the job of wiping out these 
squads, had to first forge his own command of misfits into a fi: o ight- 
ing FIRE FORCE! 


GUNSHIPS #3: COBRA KILL (1462, $2.50) 
by Jack Hamilton Teed 
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There’s a hot rumor that Russians in Laos are secretly building a 
nuclear reactor. And the American command isn't overreacting 
when they order it knocked out — quietly —and fast! 


THE BLACK EAGLES #4: PUNGI PATROL (1389, $2.50) 
by John Lansing 

A team of specially trained East German agents—disguised as 
U.S. soldiers —is slaughtering helpless Vietnamese villagers to dis- 
credit America. The Black Eagles, the elite jungle fighters, have 
been ordered to stop the butchers before our own allies turn 
against us! 


THE BLACK EAGLES #5: . 

SAIGON SLAUGTHER | (1476, $2.50) 
Pulled off active operations after having been decimated by the 
NVA, the Eagles fight their own private war of survival in the 
streets of Saigon—battling the enemy assassins who've been sent 
to finish them off! 
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ONE 


Sunlight, like displaced diamonds, sparkled in broken shards 
through the multi-tiered jungle growth. Thick-boled trees, many 
over a‘hundred feet high, stood in serried ranks on both sides of 
the narrow trail. The heat, heavy with oppressive humidity, had 
caused every man to sweat torrents. Even the montagnards, 
fierce Mung tribesmen, felt the force of late afternoon. The 
. ARVN troops, natives of the lowlands around Saigon, suffered 
in silence. The thirteen Americans, members of a Special Forces 
““A”’ Detachment, or team, gritted their teeth and went about 
the task of advancing along the path with smiling, though 
perspiring, faces. Birds of brilliant hue called to each other with 
raucous voices. Suddenly the leader, a tall, broad-shouldered 
American with black, crew-cut hair, signaled for a halt. 

‘‘What’s up, Cap’n?’’ a young sergeant in jungle camis and 
green beret inquired. 

Capt. Robert Mikhailivich Falconi turned wide-set, sea-green 
eyes on his S-2 sergeant. ‘‘We’ll settle in here for the night. 
Charlie can’t be more than half a day’s march ahead. We don’t 
want cooking odors and camp chatter tipping them off.’’. 

; Sgt. Willard Orme grinned. “‘Right, Cap’n. Those gooners are 
- gonna get the crap surprised outta °em when they see ARVN 
troops kickin’ ass and takin’ names, huh?’’ 

“Provided our allies don’t get lost on the way,’’ Falconi 
returned. ‘Pick a tree and have Riley rig his antenna. The 
rendezvous order ought to be going out tonight.” 

Orme snorted derisively. ‘‘I can’t believe those dumb slopes i in 
- Hanoi. Still-usin’ the same routine. We hit their mules every 
time. Send the shit south, then wait until the night before arrival 
to radio their Cong buddies on where to meet the bearers.”’ 

‘‘Let’s hope they never change, Will. It makes our job easy.”’ 
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‘Hey, Falcon,’’ Mike Cotter, the team medic called to 
Falconi. ‘Half these ARVN dudes have blisters the size of 
cantaloupes. I’ll be up all night lancing ’em and patching sore 
feet.’’ 

“Fuck ’em. Let them burst,’’ Falconi snapped back, knowing 
full well that neither he nor his medic would allow such a thing to 
happen. His fervent hope, and that of every military advisor in 
*Nam, was that the army would come up with something better 
for jungles than the hard leather boots issued to the troops. He 
dug in his pocket for a can of Copenhagen. Christ! How he: 
wanted a cigar. So far, the elaborately stocked shelves of the 
main PX in Saigon had kept him well supplied. But he had 
established the smoke discipline regulations. No burning tobacco 
in the bush. It had, he firmly believed, contributed to making his: 
A Team the most effective on interdiction missions along the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail. Now, though, he’d been saddled -with a dozen 
ARVN officers, non-coms and scouts: ‘ 

A nucleus cadre to train the South Vietnamese regulars to do 
the same job. Only one of them, a lieutenant named Nguyen 
Dow, seemed worth a pinch of coon shit. He hated the 
' Communists with a vehemence that bordered on fanaticism. And 

he moved through the jungle like a stalking tiger. A natural. 
Capt. Falconi suspected that Dow had once been a VC, though 
he had nothing solid to go on. He shrugged, thinking about it. 
The boy was good. Be grateful for that. Several of the ARVN 
troopies gathered around him. 

One, with an anxious expression, acted as spokesman. “Gan 
day co linh khong?’’ 

*‘No, there are no soldiers near here,”’ Falconi replied in 
Vietnamese. ‘“We’re stopping early so we can catch them on the 

‘trail around noon tomorrow.” 

The South Viet soldiers looked relieved. None of them feared 
fighting the Viet Cong, they merely didn’t want to be caught in 
an ambush. Accustomed to combat among the open rice paddies 
of the lowlands, the mountainous jungle intimidated them and 
magnified their growing apprehension. 

“Go ahead and set up camp,’’ Falconi told them. ‘‘All fires 

. are to be out an hour before sundown.” 
: “T’ve got us a nice little nest located about swety meters off 


ww. 
the trail, Bob,’’ Tim Russel, his executive officer told Falconi. 
“Good going, Tim. You know, I am a bit tired. .We~ nee 
*em hard today.” 

‘‘More than better, Bossman. Good for the soul, you know.” 

“You're a bundle of cheer, Lieutenant Russel.” 

“Why, thank you, Captain Falconi.” 

An hour later, Falconi set aside the small green-painted, can 
that had contained C-ration beef and macaroni. ‘An old Indian 
once said, ‘Cheese chokum the butt,’ ’” he observed to, several 
_ of his team, seated around him. ‘‘It is not cheese, gentlemen, it’s 
Cees.”” He grimaced and cast a baleful glance at the offending 
container. 

“I always thought it was $ the other way around, ” Mike Cotter 
rejoined. ‘‘Why else would they put toilet paper in the i Biccessory 
pack?” 

“To.each his « own.”* ‘The Special Forces Soba rose. ‘‘Now, 
_ I'm going to stack a few Zees so we can move out a little a after 

midnight.”’ - 

. Capt. Falconi crawled into ‘his lightweight, . ‘mosquito net. 
draped sleeping bag, but did not fall immediately asleep. Instead, 
his mind roved back to a remark he had made earlier in the day. . 

“There used to be a time before Vietnam,’’ he had told Tim ; 
Russel. : 

Now, after- eight months of an eighteen month tour, it was 
hard to believe. Yet, there really had been a time before jungles 


and dying and fighting a nearly invisible enemy alongside small, __ 


taciturn natives who didn’t even speak the official language of 
the country and lived like stone age men in the vastness of their — 
beloved mountains. These sontagnards represented a minority 
in their own country. The third part of his contingent, the 
_ARVN troops, the majority. Both were accustomed to hardship 
and centuries of internecine warfare. That left little to love in 
' Vietnam and none to return it if offered. Though Robert Falconi 
had always known a great deal of love in his life... 


. “C’mon in,. Bobby,” a high voice called from the chill 
waters of Stabler’s Pond, five miles outside Camp -Chaffee, 
Arkansas. .‘‘The water’s cold enough to freeze your balls off.’’ 
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Ten year old Bobby Falconi poised naked on the bank, black 
mud oozing between his toes. He hesitated only a fraction ofa 
second before leaping in among his friends. 

The icy liquid stabbed at his sun-warmed flesh ae sucked the 
breath from him. Yet he gloried in it. The lack of footprints 


’, around the shore proved that he and his companions were the 


. first to go skinnydipping this year. Still fifteen days separated 
from them from Memorial Day and the end of school. To be the 
first! How he loved it. j 

‘Bobby Falconi had been brought up his entire life to go for 
first place. 

‘His father, Michael Anthony Falconi, had always insisted that 
his son try to be the best at whatever he did. The war in Europe 
’ had been over for a year, yet the senior Falconi remained in the 
Army, stationed at Camp Chaffee. There had been a big 
celebration on the post May seventh and Lt. Colonel Michael 
Falconi had swelled with justifiable pride when Bobby’s essay on 
Heroes of World War Two had been chosen for the blue ribbon 
and first prize of fifty dollars. Now, nine days later, this 
*‘model”’ boy flashed his bare bottom at the pale blue sky and 
performed a deep dive. 

-He came up, grasping Peter Nelson’s ankles, upsetting the 
other boy and laughing uproariously about it when he surfaced. 

“No fairl’? Peter protested, gasping and spluttering. ‘‘Just 

because your old man’s my Dad’s CO.” 

: “So what?’’ Bobby returned. ‘You can still lick me in a fair 
fight.” 

**Yeah. An’ Coach says that ain’t gonna be for long. Is it true 
your Dad’s gonna let you take Judo?”’ 

“Uh-huh. Why don’t you join up, too?”’ Before his friend 
could answer, Bobby yelled a challenge to all four boys. “Race 
you to the other side!” 

“Not me. It’s too far,’’ Billy Perkins protested. 

‘Yeah. It’s dangerous, my Dad says so,”” Larry Price added, 
his freckled face expressing his incipient cowardice. - 

**T willl’? Petey Nelson accepted. 

**Me, too,”” Jimmy Barnes joined in, his cobalt eyes wide with 
excitement under his nearly white blond bangs. 

**Redysetgo!’” Bobby chanted, breaking into a fast racing. 
crawl. : 
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He had won the race, too, Falconi recalled... 


.. “Shit!’? Robert Falconi slapped the side of his head. 
Somehow a mosquito had invaded the draped netting and 
hummed insistently near his ear. Falconi scrunched around and ~ 
fished a tube of repellent from a utility pocket. He daubed the 
‘cream on his face and smeared it around. He firmly believed that 
the danger of insects had not been overstated. Falconi knew that 
nearly fifty percent of their casualties so far had come from 
mosquito and other insect-borne diseases. 

“Anything new?’’ he inquired. 

*‘Hanoi’s Johnny Carson just sang out the coordinates for the 
rendezvous tomorrow night,’’ Doc Henderson, the radio man 
replied from the base of a tree close by. 

_ “All ri-ght! Now maybe I can get some sleep.”” - 

Yeah. Just try with that mosquito looking for a feed. There 
had been mosquitos aplenty on that rafting trip down the 
Mississippi .. . 


. « Michael Anthony Falconi, newly discharged from the 
United States Army, had taken Bobby, Petey Nelson and Jimmy 
Barnes on a rafting trip down the awesome expanse of the 
Mississippi River. The occasion had been in fulfillment of a 
promise made to Bobby on his twelfth birthday. The hot July 
sun and steamy humidity along the banks soon had them all 
stripped down to khaki walking shorts. Petey sat on one edge of 
the large raft, his bare feet dragging in the water. 

“This is great, Mr. Falconi,”’ the redheaded youngster 
announced for the hundredth time. He looked up at the wide- 
. shouldered bulk of Bobby’s father. “I’m sure glad we could 

come along.” 

Sun-bronzed and muscular Michael Falconi seemed shyly 
- embarrassed by the boy’s gratitude. His obsidian eyes twinkled 

with secret delight in being able to accept this more peaceful role | 
than his army career had previously provided. His full lips 
quirked up at the corners. ‘‘I’m happy you’re enjoying it so, 
Petey,’’ he managed a fraction of a second before the blunt prow 
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of the raft struck a submerged, water-logged tree trunk. 

Petey shot off the raft like a stone from a catapult. 

“Look out!’? Bobby shouted, then dove in after his friend. 

Behind him, the raft swung sideways to the current, then spun 
away crazily, his father and Jimmy clinging frantically to the 
short stub of a mast, while Bobby took fast, hard strokes to close 
with Petey, who floundered nearby, apparently dazed by a blow 
to his head. 

Petey’s carrot-topped crew-cut disappeared below the murky 
waters of the Mississippi .and only his pale, nail-bitten. fingers 
showed to mark the spot. Bobby flailed at the water to speedily 
cover the distance. 

“Oh, God, I gotta make it,”” he spoke aloud in an urgent, 
prayerful tone. ‘‘Come up, Petey! Come up!’’. _ 

Bobby felt something brush against his naked belly and he 
grasped for it instinctively. It darted away. A fish. Petey’s hand 
had disappeared. 

**Petey!’’ Bobby shouted, panic beginning to swell in his 
broad, sun-browned chest. ‘‘Petey!’’ 

For a second, scarlet bristles appeared and one flailing arm. 
Then Petey went under again. Bobby dove after him. 

He struggled in the muddy water, unable to see, hands 
questing before him. A spike of excitement cleaved his heart 
when he felt something firm and only slightly yielding. -His 
fingers closed on cold, slippery flesh. 

Then, slowly, inexorably, Petey’s weight dragged his arm out 
of Bobby’s grasp. Horror filled the boy and his raging lungs 
demanded he rush to the surface. - 

“‘Petey!’’ Bobby wailed after catching his breath. He gulped 
his chest full of air and powered under again. He swished his 
arms wildly in every direction, but felt nothing but sodden, 
decaying vegetation and an occasional fish.: Downstream, the. 
raft grounded a thousand yards from the scene of the accident. 

Bobby gradually drifted in that direction, fighting the current, 
fatigue and growing desperation. Over and over he dove for his 
. friend, calling out each time he surfaced. All to no avail. He 
didn’t know when he began to cry, but he was sobbing 
inconsolably when his father hauled him out of the water. For a 
moment, the big man clasped his nearly hysterical son to his 


12 


; hairy chest until Bobby went limp. a 

Bobby lay on the rough planks of the raft, calling out Petey’s- 
name and bawling weakly. He gasped for breath and vomited up. 
large quantities of the creamed-coffee water of the Mississippi. 
Local fishermen summoned the Sheriff’s ‘Department rescue 
unit. 

Although the hardbitten Louisianans searched for three days, 
they never recovered Petey’s body. Bobby cried himself to sleep 
each night, consumed with remorse ++. it was the last time 

- Robert Falconi ever cried . 


... ‘*What are you crying about?’’ Doc Henderson’s voice, 
talking to Mike Cotter, brought Falconi back to the present.. 
“Cold C-rats are no different from hot C-rats. They all taste like 
sawdust mixed with stale grease.”” 

*‘It’s a little much for a midnight snack, don’t you think?”’ the 
medic retorted. 

‘*Zero-thirty hours,’’ Tim Russel remarked quietly from beside 
Falconi. ‘‘Did you get any sleep?” 

His executive officer’s voice brought Falconi instantly awake. 
“*If you can call it that. We'll move out in half an hour. These 
coordinates,’’ he went on while he glanced at the slip of message 
paper handed him by Doc Henderson, ‘“‘place the Cong further 
from the rendezvous than we are. We should be in position an 
hour after sunup. I want strict enforcement of noise discipline. 
Charlie will have made tracks all night. That’ll put ’em parallel 
to our route of march. I want to catch ’em in that little valley 
where the Song Se San crosses the border into Cambodia. With - 
enfiladed fire we should be able to grease the whole convoy.”’ 

‘Right. One thing, when you set out to do something, you do 

. it all the way.” 

“It’s my trademark, Tim,” Falconi quipped. He peeled a P-38 
from its protective-wrapper and began opening a can of mixed 
fruit. Yeah, he eaaieas He did things all the way. Or at least he 

_ usually did . 


... Miriam Ananova Falconi waited anxiously in the outer 
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office of the high school principal. What had Bob done to 
- warrant this summons? She twisted the carry-strap of her purse 
anxiously. 

Miriam Falconi was the type of woman one would describe as 
attractive, rather than beautiful. A streak of silver bisected her 
jet black hair, yet it seemed to contribute to her feminine appeal 
instead of detract from it. Miriam’s features were pleasant if not 
spectacular. Except for her eyes. Michael Falconi often admitted 
he had fallen in love with her eyes. They were incredibly 
-expressive, conveying every emotion from happiness to bitter 
sorrow. They seemed to change color like a chameleon. 

Her eyes revealed the full spectrum of human passion. 
Surviving terrible ordeals of great physical pain and soul- 
crushing oppression either destroys passion or strengthens it. 
Miriam Falconi remained a passionate woman with strong 
emotions. Yet, after twenty.years in the United States, she still 
had an inborn fear of all trappings of authority. Even one so 
minor as the director of her son’s school. 

Warren Jones was a small, unassuming man, yet for Miriam, 
the image of a uniformed brute of Stalin’s NKVD loomed over 
his shoulder. She shuddered inwardly, remembering the dark, 

‘- frightening days before her father, Vladislav Silberman, had 
managed to obtain a means for the family to escape the Soviet 
hell and dash to freedom in Austria. Then Hitler had come and 
they fled once again, to America. 

What Aad Bobby done? 

’ A secretary rose from her desk, opened the frosted-glass 
paneled door and beckoned to Miriam. ‘‘Mrs. Falconi? You may 
go in, please.” 

Warren Jones looked up from a mountainous stack of papers 
on his desk when Miriam entered his office. ‘‘Mrs. Falconi. Take 
a seat please.’’ 

“Is ... is there something wrong?” 

“I am afraid there is. That’s better,” he observed when she 
seated herself in a hard, polished oak chair at one corner of his 
large, mahogany desk. ‘‘Three of our boys have been seriously - 
_ injured. Two have broken arms. The third was kicked in a, ah, 

- compromising place.’’ 
_ “Robert? .. .”? she queried, almost afraid of the answer. 
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“Your son, Robert was, ah, responsible for their injuries.’’ 

““How?”’ . 

“That’s something I’m not entirely clear on. I have summoned 
Robert from his class to hear his explanation. I thought it best to 
have you here, too. Ah, that should be him now,” he concluded" 
when the door opened. ‘‘Come in, Robert.” 

At seventeen, Robert Falconi had nearly achieved his full 
height of six foot one. His shoulders had broadened and filled 
out, so that he resembled his father in remarkable detail, and he 
- walked with the panther-grace of an accomplished student of the 
martial arts. His expression held neither worry nor contrition. 

‘Hello, Mom,’’ he greeted his parent. ‘“You sent for me, Mr. 
Jones?’’ 

“Yes, Robert. I would like some explanation for your conduct 
this morning.”’ 

“Those punks jumped me. You know they’re pachucos, Mr. 
Jones,”” he offered by way of illustration. “‘And ... well, 
California isn’t like Arkansas.”’ 

“That doesn’t tell me why you broke Joseph’s arm, or 
Manuel’s, or kicked Norbert in the, ah, groin.”’ 

Robert Falconi shrugged. ‘‘Joe and Manny had switchblades 
and Norbert had a length of bicycle chain. I wouldn’t give them 
my lunch money, so they came at me.”’ 

‘“‘Weapons? I find that hard to believe,’? Warren Jones 
returned. ‘‘Those boys have a good reputation among their peers 
and their instructors.”’ 

“They had knives, sir. I broke the blades off them after I took 
the switchblades away from Joe and Manny. And, I didn’t bring 
that piece of chain to school myself.” 

“But... but you... tied Norbert and Manuel together with 
- it. Actually bent the chain and fastened them face to face around 
the neck. The custodians couldn’t free them. It took the rescue 
squad from the fire department.’’ 

“*Yes, sir. It was an application of ki. I thought that if I made 
it clear enough that they couldn’t intimidate me, they would 
leave me alone. They are part of the Jimtown gang, you know, 
sir. ” 

‘I’m not aware of street club names, Robert. This is a 
shocking incident. I suppose . . . I should suspend you for this. 
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Fighting in the halls and actually injuring three young men in 
such a serious manner.” 

“Three punks, sir,’? Robert corrected, steadfast in his 

position. , 
' “Uh, that is to say . . . ah, I should . . . but I won’t. Under- 
stand that your deportment is on probation around here, young 
sir. Another outbreak like this and . . . I will have no choice but 
to suspend you for three weeks. That would, I am afraid, prevent 
you from being graduated with your class. Have ] made myself 
sufficiently clear?’’ 

Before Robert Falconi could answer, his mother spoke up. 
*‘May I say something?”’ Her calm, quiet voice had a soft hint of 
the Balkans in it. 

**Yes, Mrs. Falconi?’’ the principal offered. 

“In nineteen thirty-four, my family fled from life under the 
Stalinist regime in Russia. There, quite frequently, a person who 
was within his rights became the one persecuted if the individual 
he offended happened to be a party member, or under the 
protection of party members. I find your attitude in this matter 
quite similar to the methods of a totalitarian state, Mr. Jones.” 

Robert Falconi couldn’t resist a smile. He stared up at his 
mother with pride. Most parents would tend to either agree with 
whatever the school principal said or they’d defend their 
children’s actions with the old, ‘He wouldn’t do such a thing,”’ 
line. Not Miriam Falconi. She knew her son didn’t wear a halo, 
but she also knew what sort of boy he was and Mr. sone wasn't 
about to tell her otherwise. 

-Yet more importantly to young Robert was his mothe? 8 
defense, not of her son, but of justice. Perhaps she was exag- 
gerating by comparing petty Mr. Jones to the NKVD. Nonethe- 
less, her devotion to justice and freedom was a lesson far more 
valuable than any Robert might learn in a classroom. 

. Freedom and justice were worth fighting for . . . for one’s self 
and for others. 

“Uh... Mrs. Falconi,.2h, you must understand that we have 
to maintain order, enforce the rules, have discipline . . .”” Jones 
ended weakly. 

“Mr. Jones,’’ Robert Falconi interrupted. ‘‘I haven’t made 
many friends since coming to Hoover. Those that I have seem to 
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‘live in constant fear of punks like Joe Allison and Manuel 
Rivera. If a person can’t protect himself, or have the system do it 
for him, he might as well not come to school. Like I said before, 
things are different here: What I meant was that back in 
Arkansas, we didn’t go around in gangs with greasy DA haircuts, 
Shining cross tattoos in the webs of our thumbs and leather 
‘jackets, picking on helpless kids. When someone got smart, the 
other kids took care of it. I’m not a trouble-maker, Mr. Jones 
and I don’t appreciate being treated like one.”’ 

“*Now see here, young man . 

“No, sir. You see. My father wanted me to go to St. 
Anthony’s Academy. I’d always been in public schools, so I 
asked to.come to Hoover. Now, I don’t know if that was such a 
good idea . 


. “I don’t know if Saigon had such a good idea,”” Falconi_ . 
: told his exec while the unit formed up to leave their rest area. 

‘“Why’s that?’’ 

“These ARVN people aren’t at home in the mountains like 
our ‘Yards.’ They stumble around like pregnant elephants and 
every bird call scares them out of their socks. Worse, we still 
- don’t know how they are going to fight.” 

“‘We'll find out.in about twelve hours,’’ Tim Russel returned. 
_ He slipped into the straps of his pack and took his position near 

the rear of the formation. 

Sunlight filtered through a miasma of insects and steam from 
the baking vegetation of the jungle. At eleven forty-five in the 
morning, Capt. Robert Falconi waited with his troops to ambush 
the convoy of supplies being carried down the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail, Ten minutes ago, the advance scout, sent beyond the 
shallow valley, had returned to signal, ‘‘Enemy in Sight.’’ 
Falconi had ordered all weapons charged and the safeties taken 
off. Now he sweated out an accidental discharge that would alert 
the enemy and blow their ambush. Don’t let those Saigon 
cowboys fuck up! he thought with uncharacteristic vehemence. 

A man, in conical hat and black pajamas came into view, a 
long carry pole hung over his shoulder, with two large, woven 
palm frond baskets at the ends. In his right hand he carried an 
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AK-47. An unburdened Viet Cong appeared behind him, head 
swiveling, eyes alert, his weapon at the ready. Then came five 
more bearers. According to Falconi’s plan, they were allowed to 
cross the entire valley unmolested. At that point, some thirty of 
the enemy had strung out across the shallow defile. That’s when 
Falconi cut loose with his M-16, 

“Open fire!’’ he shouted in Vietnamese. 

The two Cong in the lead dropped like bags of mud into the 
tall elephant grass. Their chests had been ripped apart by the 
slashing, destabilized 5.56mm slugs. Immediately wavering - 
flickers of yellow-orange muzzie flash appeared on all sides and a 
sheet of copper-jacketed bullets rained down on the ambushed 
Viet Cong. Several bearers dropped their cargo and brought up 
their weapons. Nick Powers, the team demo sergeant tripped a 
_ claymore. 

A shower of small steel balls scythed into the standing men, 

knocked them from their feet, heads and chests pulped by the 
vicious mine projectile. One of the security force dropped behind 
the corpse of a comrade and returned fire. 
- Steel-cored 7.62mm Soviet rounds ripped into the dense under- 
brush along one side of the valley. Then the Cong gunner 
bounced and flopped on the grassy swale when three of the 
ARVN soldiers found his range at the same time. The powerful 
barks of their M-1 Garand rifles could be heard above the lighter 
chatter of more modern weapons. Their aim proved excellent. 

Sieved, the Cong quickly leaked his life away into the ochre 
ground. 

Montagnard crossbows ‘Granada and three more of the enemy © 
wore unfeathered, poison-tipped bolts as neck ornaments. They 
gagged and writhed on the ground a few seconds, then went still. 
Another crossbow string sang from near Falconi’s position and 
he watched a crawling Cong stiffen, quiver and relax into doom. 
Falconi quickly found another target and blasted through a 
basket containing cases of motor oil. The bluish tinted liquid 
flew in every direction, saturating the black pajamas of the 
bearer an instant before his own blood flowed in torrents from 
five jagged holes in his chest. 

To the left, Falconi caught a glimpse of Mike Cotter tending to 
a wounded ARVN trooper. The medic fastened a field dressing 
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compress into place and glanced up to see a VC rushing him 
from thirty feet away. He snatched a .357 Colt Python from his 
shoulder holster and calmly punched some sort of medal with a 
red star on it into the Charlie’s chest ahead of the expanding 
hollow point bullet. Mike remained thankful that the policy of 
allowing personal side arms had not.as yet been rescinded, as talk 
indicated it might soon be. He reholstered his weapon and 
administered an MS syrette to the wounded South Vietnamese 
and moved on to another casualty. 

Mike’s got a real doctor’s knack for dispensing the right kind 
of medicine for any occasion, Falconi thought, but he only gave 
a curt nod of approval to the hard-working corpsman. He still 
had some medicine to dispense himself. 

Falconi stitched a line of slugs up the body of another of Ho’s 
hellions. Bullets ripped open the Viet Cong from belly to 
jawbone. His body hurtled five feet and crashed to earth, a 
bloodied, lifeless stab of butchered meat. 

Yes, this was the enemy. The real enemy, Nguyen Dow 
thought while he sent carefully aimed and spaced .30-06 rounds 
from the hot muzzle of his M-1 into the bent backs of Viet Cong 
who tried to flee the scene of slaughter. Funny that he had not 
known that at the start. The Viet Nam Cong San were an 
extension of the Viet Minh, he had been told. They fought .to 
liberate the country from all foreign intervention. Dow had 
believed that. 

Until he learned the hard way that they were no better or 
worse than any other oppressor. The thing was, for him, that 
they had given him more than good reason to personally hate 
them. Now he took great pleasure in killing this enemy. He saw 
one desperate Cong rise and start to charge at the blind side of a 
* member of his small ARVN detachment. 

Two fast rounds from the M-1 nearly ripped the small guerrilla 
in half. Dow allowed himself only a fraction of a second to savor 
his accomplishment. Two more VC tried to sneak away through 

.the tall grass. 

‘Tim Russel rammed another magazine in his M-16. Man, how 
those ARVN were cleaning up with their old Garands. That 
heavy .30-06 slug cut through brush and grass with incredible 
ease, compared with the pip-squeak 5.56mm round his rifle used. 
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_ But the weight of those little ARVN troopies had to carry around 
for all that firepower. He watched Lt. Nguyen Dow cut down a 
VC in a thick stand of hard, old bamboo. It could be worth it, he: 
reflected. He’d trained with the M-14. Now there was another 
hard hitter that could punch through underbrush. The marines 
still used them, and he had, in fact brought one to ‘Nam. What 
had changed the army’s mind? 

Only half a dozen of the enemy remained alive, which directed 
Tim’s attention to their disposal. He took aim and squeezed off a 
three round burst from his M-16. A tough-looking little slope 
jerked backward and fell, twitching, on the red clay soil. They’d 
clean this up quickly, Tim mused. 

Falconi watched a montagnard drive a knife into a wounded 
VC. Not bad. Less than five minutes and the firefight had ended. 

An eerie silence followed. It seemed that not even the insects 
hummed in the air. Falconi came out into the open. : 

‘All right, salvage what we can use and destroy the ‘rest. 
Twenty minutes, then we haul ass out of here.”’ 


Two days later, the large, mixed unit reached their base camp. 
Located in a “‘liberated’’ village, the rag-tag collection of huts, 
hooches and nissan metal buildings looked bedraggled, like an 
abandoned movie set. Falconi reported in to be debriefed by the 
B Detachment S-2. 

“*You’re certain that five of them were NVA regulars?” the 
intelligence officer inquired after Falconi had reported on the 
ambush and destruction of enemy supplies. 

‘Positive. They had their uniforms on under the black 
pajamas. I brought back their collar tabs and-epaulettes.”” 

Falconi tossed a pile of cloth scraps on the young lieutenant’s 
desk. Two of the trapezoidal red collar insignia bore twin yellow 
stars—NVA privates—one had a horizontal yellow stripe and a 
single star of the same color—a corporal—another had two stars 
to signify a sergeant and the last.one bore a single gold star of a 
second lieutenant. The shoulder insignia matched the ranks. 

- Those sons of bitches are asking for it,’’ Lt. King declared 
- sourly. “‘If this keeps up, we’re gonna find ourselves in a full- 
fledged war. Oh, the old man wanted to see you when I got 
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done. I guess you might as well go in now.” 

“Right. Tim and the others can fill you in on anything I over- 
look 

Falconi knocked on a rickety door and entered the Detach- 
ment Commander’ s office. ‘Captain Robert Falconi reporting, 
sir. 9” 

Maj. Roy Ackerage returned Falconi’s salute. ‘‘Take a chair, 

Bob. ” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

- “Some idiot in Personnel cut orders relieving you of your 
command and ordering you back to Saigon for reassignment.’” 

“But .. . why? The team’s been doing well. We even got most 
of those Saigon cowboys back without too many holes in them— 
and they sent plenty of Charlie’s boys on a one way trip from the 
Ho Thi to the Hereafter.” 

“I know, Bob. There’s nothing I can tell you. It’s all hush- 
hush. My guess is it’s a boot upstairs for you. You’re to report to 
MACV headquarters. That’s all that was sent. There’s a supply 
chopper lifting out of here in an hour. Can you be on it?”’ 

Robert Falconi yawned prodigiously. He had been looking 
forward to a long, hot shower and about twelve hours of sleep. 
Maybe he could catch the sack time on the helicopter. The 
shower was a must. He could smell himself coming from twenty 
feet away. 

“*I suppose so, sir. Damn! Of all times.” Falconi rose, saluted 
and walked from the room. At the transient BOQ he shed his 
soiled, sweat-reeking camis and wrapped a towel around. his 
middle. 

With his dog tags and a taped-down P-38 swinging on the 
beaded chain around his neck, he walked to the showers. Two 
fifty-five gallon drums stood on a tall platform outside the hut 
formerly occupied by the village headman. He had been a 
prominent Viet Cong district chief and, after his execution by 
pro-Saigon factions in the village, his stone-walled dwelling had 
been converted into a laundry and shower room for the 
occupying Special Forces personnel. Falconi entered, removed 
his towel and stepped under the tepid flow of sun-warmed water. 
He yawned again. 

Reassigned, he thought angrily. There seemed to be very little 
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justice in the world . 


..» There was really little justice in the world, Bob Falconi 
decided as he slammed his textbooks down on the small desk in 
his room. He had spent a whole year at San Diego State College. 
Wasted it, from his point of view. The courses he had to have he 
couldn’t take. He had found them filled by upperclassmen who 
had, like himself, been unable to get in during their freshmen 
year. The classes he did get seemed a boring repetition of what he 
had in high school. In fact, he’d learned most of it by the time he 
had finished the tenth grade in Arkansas. California schools were 
certainly backward. Oh, well, Falconi consoled himself, in 
another week finals would be over and he would have the whole 
summer ahead of him. Besides his karate classes and trips to the 
beach, how would he fill his time? 

He certainly hadn’t intended to do it by joining the army, or 
by volunteering for the airborne. But he had done both. 

It started as a lark. Mike Evans and Bill Hollister, his closest 
friends, had decided they wanted to and urged him to at least go _ 
along to see the recruiter. What the hell, they had argued, there 
was still trouble in Korea, even if the war was supposed to be 
over. And, what with the draft registration and-all, they might as 
well go in and get it over with. Beat hell out of the National 
Guard. Bob had agreed, at least in principle. And thought of 
another year in college turned him decidedly off. The next thing 
he knew, they were getting drunk in Tijuana, preparatory to 
heading for Fort Ord, up in Northern California. By then it was 
too late. 

Bob's father had wanted him to take two years of college 
Ideally, majoring in engineering, then go on to the Point. The 
appointment would have been a snap for the son of a holder of 
- the Medal of Honor, in fact automatic. Instead, Bob Falconi was 
now on his way to becoming a private in a Basic Training 
company at the sandiest, hottest, most miserable military post in 
the continental United States. 

His father had been angry, though he persisted in making sure 
that Bob knew he could: apply for West Point directly after 
Advance Infantry Training. Bob didn’t want that. He wanted to 
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stick with his buddies. All the way to Fort Bragg and the air- 
borne school. : 

Basic had not proven difficult for Bob, an Army brat. He took 
it in stride. Also his second eight weeks at AIT. Then came pure 
hell, with ne’er a swearword spoken, but with more pushups 
than Bob believed the human body capable of doing. And the 
running. Everywhere all the time running. Or so it seemed. When 
he had been graduated from jump school and assigned to a unit 
in the Eighty-second Airborne Division, he felt a sense of relief, 
rather than anticipation. At least he wouldn’t have to run so 
much. 

Wrong. The entire division ran. Bob began to believe that the 
army knew of no other way to get from point A to point B 
except by parachute or running. At the end of his first three year. 
' hitch, Bob acceded, at least in part, to his father’s wishes. 
Bob attended officer candidate school at Fort Benning and 
, came out second in his class, a shiny new, utterly green, second 
lieutenant. When the Special Forces program began, Bob Falconi 
was one of the first to volunteer. From that point, his career was 
set... oe 


. «+ Tan Son Nuht in ten minutes, sir,”’ the helicopter crew. 
chief shouted in Falconi’s ear over the vibrating racket of the 
chopper. 

“Great. Saigon and reassignment,’’ Captain Falconi proeed 
aloud to himself. 

“‘Right,’”’ the crew chief responded in a shout, having not 

heard a word Falconi said. ‘‘Me, too, sir. I’m gonna get me 
boozed up at the Caravel Bar, have a steak and get laid.’’ 
7. You enlisted men get all the breaks,’’ Falconi responded, 
thinking again of his reassignment. Damn it, he loved those guys 
in his team. What could he do that would top a smooth 
operating gang like that? 


TWO. 


**You’ll have to change, sir,’’ the mufti-clad jeep driver told Bob 
Falconi three seconds after he alighted from the helicopter. 

**Yeah, After three months in the bush, a guy forgets about all 
the niceties of being a ‘Military Advisor,’ ’? Falconi returned in a 
mildly sarcastic tone. His camouflage fatigues, although clean 
and unrumpled, stood out among all the Americans in civilian 
clothes at Tan Son Nhut. He climbed into the small, topless 
vehicle and stretched out his legs. His body still vibrated from 
the chopper ride. 

“T’ll take care of it after I report in.”’ : 

With a whirr and grind, the engine caught and the driver 
accelerated away from the wide expanse of concrete landing 
pads. They passed through the guarded gates and sprinted down 
the narrow road toward downtown Saigon. Carts, pedicabs and 
pedestrians with carry poles over their shoulders thronged the 
thoroughfare and made progress hazardous. The young 
American at the wheel, he couldn’t have been over nineteen 
Falcon thought, drove with one foot on the gas pedal and the 
other on the brake. He had one thumb resting on the horn 
button. A gray-bearded papa-san on a motor bike cut in front of 
them and the driver blared at him with a savage jab on the black 
knob. 

At once the old man glanced at them over his shoulder, 
ignoring other traffic, and extended his right fist, the middle 
finger thrust upward. 

“‘They’re certainly quick at picking up the finer points of 
American culture, aren’t they, ah, Corporal?”’ 

“*Yes, sir. And you're right about that. The second-most 
popular English word in Saigon is, ‘fuck,’ if you’ll pardon the 
expression, sir.”’ 
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“Use it all the time, Corporal. The ‘Yards’ think it’s a great 

word. Lots of magical power, they clai 
The corporal’s eyes widened. ‘‘You’ve been up in the hills, 
then, sir?”’ 

“Three months this time. Interdiction on the Ho Chi.” 

““Wow! Saigon must seem pretty tame, then?” ; 

‘‘Mas o meno,’’ Falconi replied, using one of the languages 

the army had given him. 

’ Corporal Lupe Garcia grinned and risked a quick glance away 
from the road at the tall, athletically-built officer beside him. 
“Tu palabra espanol?’’ he inquired of the gringo. 

 Falconi smiled at the youngster’s eagerness. ‘‘A little,” he 

‘went on in Spanish. ‘‘Also Vietnamese, the Maong dialect and 

~ Russian.’’ 

“You guys in the Bore are something else. I wish I’d joined 
up. ” 

“It’s never too — Corporal, ah . 

“Garcia, sir. You mean that?” 

“Sure do. Besides, it would get you a quick airlift back to the 
world.” 

“Man, I could do with some time in the States. These slopes 
get on my nerves. Uh . . . I don’t mean that the way it sounds, 
sir. Really, they are an ally and all . 

“I know what you mean, Garcia. In the civilian world they call 
it culture shock.” Falconi had been studying a rising column of 
black, oily smoke rising ahead of them some two blocks away. 
He pointed to it. ‘‘What’s that?’’ 

‘Another one of those Buddhist priests burnin’ himself, sir. 
It’s gettin’ to be a regular thing. That’s one of the deals that 
bothers me about this place.’ Garcia grimaced. ‘“‘We turn off 
here, so we won’t get into the mob that always gathers.” 

Falconi thought over the phenomenon of self-immolation. The 

-Buddhist priests had started it earlier in the year, in protest, they 

‘claimed, to the oppressive Diem regime. It also played nicely into 
the propaganda machine of the Viet Cong. 

Every week or so, a saffron-robed monk would walk with a 
couple of friends to some major intersection, or the esplanade in 

. front of the National Palace. There he would douse himself with 

gasoline and, if the police didn’t interfere in time, set himself on 
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fire. It always drew.a crowd and lots of photographers. So far, 
some five men had done this. Falconi’s Catholic and Jewish 
heritages made him recoil at the thought of self-destruction. Yet, 
somehow, he wondered if these determined priests might have 
something going for them. Diem’s hold on the government had 
become precarious. Could such acts of resignation bring about 
change? And if so, would it be for the better? 


“Take a seat, Captain Falconi,’’ a medium built, balding man 
in civilian clothes instructed. ‘‘I see you haven’t had time to go 
by the transient BOQ and change. That can come later. You 
have been ordered back for reassignment. That much you know. 
Your new posting will be a form of promotion. Are you familiar 
with the Special Operations Group?” 

- Falconi’s eyebrows rose. ‘“‘The real sneak and peek boys? 
Sure. Nothing official has been said about them, but the word 
does get around.”’ 

“Unfortunately. You are to form, train and command a SOG 
team. SOG is super-secret. The type missions you will receive are 
not even known to mé. As deputy commander of the Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam, I know nearly everything. As to 
the purpose of your operations, however, I am left in the dark. 
I'll take you along to Clay Andrews, who will be your control 
and he'll fill you in on the details.’? The DC rose and started for 
the door. Falconi followed. 

Down a long corridor of the old French colonial building used 
as MACV headquarters, the number two man in MACV stopped 
at an off-white door, set in an ornately scrolled facing. He 
knocked once and they entered. 

“Clayton Andrews, this is Captain Falconi.’’ The introduction 
was as taciturn as the man who gave it. 

**Glad to know you, Captain. Although I have been over your 
two-oh-one jacket often enough to feel like we go back a long 
way together. Take a seat. Thank you, Arthur, that will be all.”’ 

Dismissed like a lackey, the deputy commander didn’t appear 
to take any offense. Falconi wondered, while the man left the 
toom, how much power Andrews had. He soon learned. 

“I am a case officer for the Company,’’ Andrews began. “‘I 
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will be your control.’ He ran blunt fingers through severely cut, 
iron-gray hair. ““‘The SOG teams are an extension of CIA policy 
in effect. You have been assigned to this unit to activate a highly 
special thirteen-man team that will undertake critical missions 
inside enemy territory. In Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, South 
Vietnam and North Vietnam, wherever the VC have established 
bases and friendly relations. Your job will be to disrupt this spirit 
of cooperation by whatever means is deemed most suitable.” 

**You mean DA missions?”’ 

Andrews nodded, his slightly pale features arranged into a 
neutral expression. ‘‘Direct Action will be the majority solution. 
Other means, such as sabotage and development of black 
propaganda will also be used. Now,’’ the CLA man went on, 
changing the subject, ‘‘your team members have already been 
selected. Oh, you’ll have an opportunity to screen out any you 
feel unfit and select new personnel, subject to Company 

. approval, of course. Here,’’ Andrews placed his hand on a stack 
of dark brown manila folders, “‘are their records. Let me go over 
the list.for you briefly. 

_ “Your executive officer, and by the way, this i is the first truly 
international team organized, will be-Captain Andrea Thuy of 
AR nae 

“Andrea. That’s a woman’s name.” 

“Correct. Captain Thuy has been trained at Langley and is a 
highly competent operative. She also has a king-sized hate for 
the Cong and Communists in general. She knows the risks and is 
more than willing to take tliem.’’ 

“Who else?”’ 

._ “Your intelligence officer will be Lt. Richard Wakely. He’s a 
Reserve officer, young, only twenty-three. No combat 
experience, but he is an expert on cryptography and Oriental 
languages. His father was in the diplomatic corps and Wakely 
spent much of his childhood in Asia. Later, at prep school and 
his university, he continued his studies.’’ 

“Oh, Christ! An ROTC type?” 

“No. Virginia Military Institute. Then the Officers’ Advance 
course at Benning. He’s airborne qualified and has just 
completed the intelligence branch qualification. He’s due for 
promotion to first lieutenant in sixty days.” 
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“‘That’s better than nothing. Are you sure he’s up to this? He 
could be my first screen-out.”’ 

‘The Company thinks so." Andrews took a moment's pause 
to relax his features and a slight chuckle sounded in his voice 
when he continued. ‘‘Seems Wakely was somewhat of a joker in 
prep school. That’s how he wound up at VMI. Daddy wanted 
him to go to Princeton. Anyhow, he was graduated with honors, 
the Dean’s List and all that, and second in military subjects. Did 
equally well after he went on active-duty.” 

“Hummm. A brain. Okay. But will he fight?” 

“We'll see. We're giving you John Snow for your team - 
sergeant. Know him?”’ 

“I know of him, Good man. Big guy, isn’t he? About six- 
four, over two hundred pounds. Troops call him Remington?” 

“‘That’s him, And not an ounce of fat on him. He’s fluent in 
three languages and a light infantry weapons specialist. Also one 
hell of a fine administrator.”’ 

“‘Good. Who else?’” 

**Your two sergeant will be Jack Galchaser.” 

“Old home week. I’ve known that crazy Cherokee since my 
first days on Smoke Bomb Hill. If anyone can prop up an 
amateur like Wakely, Jack can.” 

“Your three shop will be run by Manuel Rivera. Ex-Eighty- 
second, with one hitch in the forces. He’s just re-upped.”” 

Falconi’s eyes narrowed and the sea-green orbs glittered with 
cold contemplation. ‘“Where’s Rivera from?”’ 

“San Diego, California, it says here in his two-oh-one.”’ 

- “What high school?” 
Hummm, let’s see . . . Hoover.” . 
“‘Damn!’? Falconi exploded. “‘I broke his fuckin’ arm one ae 
at school.’” When Andrews cocked a quizzical eyebrow, Bob 
Falconi went on. ‘‘He was in a street gang, Jimtown they called 
it. Pulled a switchblade on me for my lunch money. I dumped 
him and two of his buddies.” 

‘*Aaah-hummm. You want to drop him?”’ 

“Not just yet. If he’s half as tough as he thought he was then, 
he could be an advantage.” 

“*He also turns out great training schedules and writes classic 
Ops orders.’” 
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“Rivera? A typewriter jockey?” 

“Tops at it. He had two years of Business Administration at 
some City College. Got bored with office work and went in the 
army. He’s earned a name, ‘Matador.’ Seems he’s crazy. about 
bullfights. His background security check indicates he actually 
fought some two year old bulls and killed them.’”’ 

*“‘Goddamn! That’s gutsy. I'll give him a whirl. Who else?”? 

“Your supply sergeant comes from outside the Forces. Staff 
Sergeant Liam O’Quinn, USMC. If there’s anything you need, 
he'll get it. He has a reputation in the Corps as the scroungingest 
bastard in Southeast Asia, Japan, Hawaii and the Continental 
U.S. He’s twenty-five and a compulsive over-eater. He’s a bit 
heavy for our sort of thing, but you can work that off him. He 
qualified through the Marine Corps parachute training program. 
Your medic will be Malcom McCorkel.’’ 

*‘Malpractice? Damn, I haven’t seen him since the Fifth came 
over here. He’s one damn fine medic. An expert shot, too. But 

.”” Falconi paused. ‘‘He likes his sauce a lot.” 

*“aMeCorkel’s boozing is under control. Two long trips into the 
bush cured that. He drinks, but only on leave.”’ 

“Suits. Next?’’ . 

‘Lieutenant Nguyen Dow of ARVN. I believe he was with you 
on this last operation.”’ 

“Right, Dinky Dow. I wondered why he came back with me 
on the chopper. He’s good. Damn good.” 

“He'll technically be your liaison with ARVN, but he’s an 
excellent scout. He ought to be. Now this is strictly between us, 
Captain. No one on the team is to know. Consider it Top Secret, 
Eyes Only. Dow is a former Viet Cong. He spent two years with 
them. Got to be fairly high up, then the Cong fucked over him 
‘somehow and he and three friends came over. They were smart 
enough to give up to an American unit at a base camp. The 
information Dow gave saved him from reprisals by ARVN and 
they finally took him into their ranger outfit as a scout. All that 
is being removed from his records before your team gets them. | 
Well, that makes. up your permanent team. The other slots will 
be filled on a need basis by the best we can fine for you. ” 

“‘Who will that be for the first mission?”’ 

**}'l] run them down briefly for you. There’ll be time for more 
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detail later. First is Senior Sergeant Park Chun Ri. He’s a ROK 
Marine. There’s talk of the South Koreans sending a small force 
here and they wanted someone to get some advance experience.’’ 

“I know Park. He took some courses at the Center. A good 
man. 99 

“Okay, then. Next is Sgt. Calvin Culpepper. He’s a demo man 
and a good one. He’s also black,’? Andrews added, spokiog 
intently at Falconi. 

“No sweat. If he’s good, that’s what counts.”’ 

Andrews nodded. Not many unit commanders would have 
. accepted the Negro without pressure, and they didn’t have to. 
‘ Falconi had a reputation for being unorthodox, but also for 

openmindedness, ‘‘Corporal Xavier Olobong is from the Philip- 
pines. He is a heavy weapons expert, airborne qualified and has 
seen action against Communist guerrillas in his own country. 
He’s been assigned to SOG at the request of his government to 
obtain some first-hand covert ops experience. Lastly, there is a 
fly-boy. Lt. Marc Blum. He is a FAG. I haven't seen your orders 
-on the mission as yet. I’ll unseal them at the team briefing this 
- afternoon. With a forward air guide being sent in, my guess is it 
will be hairy and a long way inside enemy territory. Also, it goes 
without saying, with all this rush and a mission briefing before 
the team has been training together, that time is of the essence.’’ 

“Be nice now,’’ Falconi complained for form. 

“I’m trying. By the way, you are to pick up Lt. Wakely at Tan 
Son Nhut in an hour. He has orders to travel in civilian clothes, 
so here’s a photo of him so you will recognize him. Take him to 
the billets and meet your team. I’ll hold the briefing at fifteen- 
hundred hours in the training area.” 

“That’s all?’’ 

“For now, yes. Welcome to Special Operations Group.’’ 

“Thanks . . . muchly.’” 


Bright: sunlight broke the blue sea into sparkling shards when 
the right wing of the big DC-8 dipped in a shallow turn. Bands of 
deeper water showed green and forbidding. Second Lieutenant 
Ritchie Wakely leaned back in his comfortable first class seat and 
watched the spectacle with growing excitement. 
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He sighed wistfully and wondered over the strange sequence of 
events that-brought him from an expensive prep school to his 
present situation. A stewardess came by and offered him a glass 
of champagne, which he accepted gratefully. . _ 

He had to admit, he thought while he sipped the bubbling 
wine, that he had been the class clown at Easton. After years in 
the Orient, protected to some extent by his father’s diplomatic 
immunity, he had gotten to be a bit wild. At least by the conser- 
vative standards of an elite prep school like Easton. He hadn’t 

wanted to go there. But his father’s transfer to the Soviet poe 
_ left no choice. 

“No way,”’ the senior Wakely had pronounced, “‘that you are 

going to live among all those Communists, Ritchie.” - 

“But, Dad. ~ ae 

“You are fourteen years old and have not lived in your own 

country, absorbed its values, anything, since the age of three. It’s 
- time you did. You and your mother will be comfortable at the 
- place in Connecticut. You will go to Easton and then on to 
Princeton. After that, if you want to enter the diplomatic service 
or go into private law.practice will be up to you. Until then, son, 
I think I know what is best for you.”’ 

“*Yes, sir,’? Ritchie responded, dejected. 

Well, he’d gone to Easton. Right away he had ous he 
possessed a talent for off-the-wall ideas that amused his class- 
mates and infuriated the faculty. Most of his pranks had been 


_ _ harmless enough, until he had been introduced to the sentry 


lab. 

“What is this stuff again?’’ Ritchie asked a fellow student and . 
close confidant. He held a tightly ‘stoppered, smooth plastic 
cylinder. 

“Metallic sodium. You take a thin little chip of it and toss it in 
a basin of water and, man, does it blow. Wow, Ritchie, you’ve 
never seen anything like it.’’ 

‘‘What would a /ot of it do?’”’ 

‘*Jeez, man. I heard about someone putting an ounce in a 
fountain at MIT. Cracked the concrete base and broke windows 
in the quad. That’s bad stuff.” 

“Yeah. Oh, yeah. I wonder . . . just theoretically, of course. 
But, I do wonder... .’ 
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Ritchie’s meticulous self-examination while the big bird 
winged him from Okinawa to Saigon continued with a frankness 
uncommon to him. Yeah. He’d wondered all right and he had to 
admit that tossing the entire cylinder of metallic sodium, care- 
fully wrapped in layers of toilet paper, into the school swimming 
pool hadn’t been one of his better ideas. That got him to the 
dean’s office in one hell of a hurry. 

‘‘Miss-ter Wakely,”’ the dean’s frigid, acerbic voice seemed to 
Ritchie to hiss and crackle like hot piss on blue ice. ‘‘Your 
conduct is as inexplicable as it is reprehensible. I will not even 
ask for an explanation. Whatever you would have to say would 
not mitigate the damage done and the persons frightened half 
out of their wits. The police, the Village Police, have actually 
been here, demanding to know if we will prefer charges. Easton 

‘prides itself on taking care of its own. Even disciplinary 
problems. Therefore we refused this rather, ah, insistent request. 
I should dismiss you from this institution out of hand. I would, 
if it weren’t for your father’s, ah, intercession on your behalf. As 
it is, the incident will be entered on your permanent record. I 
warn you, young man, that it may well prevent you from gaining. 


' . admission to any proper Ivy League school. Perhaps from any 


suitable university.”’ 

And the dean’s prediction came to pass, Ritchie thought 
bitterly. Yale, Harvard, Princeton, MIT, all had regretfully 
turned him down. The only prestigious school that met his 
father’s criteria for an adequate pre-law school had been Virginia 
Military Institute. Georgie Patton and Chesty Puller had both 
gone there, his father gruffly pointed out. And, even if neither 
had become lawyers, they had been damn fine men. 

Being one of only a few Yankees in a school full of good ol’ 
boys left a mark on him. There had been the usual freshman 
hazing, in Ritchie’s case accomplished by thousands of 
repetitions of that tired old saw, ‘‘Y’all know, I was fifteen years 
_ Old before I knew damn Yankee was two words.” : 

‘It had all become a little too much for Ritchie Wakely. His 
active, fanciful mind began to contrive means for getting back. 
His first attempt had ended disastrously. 

Early one morning, an upper classman, a lieutenant in the 
cadet corps, had been getting on his case rather severely and 
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ended with the old saw about damn Yankees. Ritchie swallowed 
hard, looked his tormentor in the eye and took his best shot. 

*‘Is that right? And I’d always heard that ‘red neck’ referred 
to working in the fields chopping cotton all day, not to the 
person’s degree of stupidity.” 

The remark led to a fistfight. Both combatants were given 
punishment tours, extra study assignments and the cadet 
lieutenant made life miserable for Ritchie for nearly a year. By 
then he had his revenge planned. 

‘“What’n hell you got there, cousin?”’ a friendly Georgia boy 
in Ritchie’s dorm inquired, his nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘‘It sure 
smells like dog shit.” 

“It’s buturic acid. From the chem lab. And it always smells 
like dog shit in free air. I’m going to get a little back for what 
Morton’s done to me. You want to come along and watch?”’ 

Private Tucker grinned. ‘‘Man, he’s on ev’r’body’s ass. It 
would be a pure pleasure. Whatcha gonna do?” 

_ “Morton’s a big man on the team, right? An’, because of the 
honor system, the lockers in the gym don’t have locks, right? I 
figured a little dab on his shoulder pads, thigh protectors, his 
jock, maybe. That’s only for starters. While he’s on the field 
practicing, I figured to put a little in his low-quarters. In the 
pressure of heat and moisture, it smells even more like crap. 
Might work my way up to his books, other personal stuff. That 
way, wherever he goes, it’ll smell like he’s just stepped in a fresh 
pile.” ; 

Tucker pulled a face. ‘‘He ain’t gonna like this.”’ 

**He won’t know what is causing it or who done it. That’s the 
good part. Not unless someone tells him.’’ Ritchie glared 
threateningly at Tucker. 

“Not me, man.’ The slightly overweight Georgia youth 
spread both hands before him in negation. ‘‘Sounds like too 
good a joke to foul up. I can hardly wait.” 

“Okay. Let’s go.”” 

From shortly thereafter, James Ewell Brown Stuart Morton 
acquired the nickname, ‘‘D.S.’’ He lost friends and got dirty 
looks from the faculty, but he could never shake the pungent 
odor of fresh dog manure. He threw out three pair of shoes, yet 
the ubiquitous scent hovered around him. He lost weight, 
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skimped on meals and shrunk around campus alone, a figure of 
ridicule and snickered speculation. He very nearly came to 
dropping out of school before Ritchie relented and eased off. 
Morton’s first day entirely free of the odor of dog crap called for 
a celebration. Unwittingly, his invitation to a beer bust on the 
river bank included his tormentor. 

The following three years seemed not nearly so bad. To his 
surprise, Ritchie liked the military aspect to VMI’s curriculum. 
He did well, standing at the middle of his junior year as second 
in his class. He tried to explain his attitude toward soldiering to 
his father when he spent part of his summer break visiting at the 
American Embassy in Moscow. 

*“*Look at it as something you have to do, Ritchie,’’ the elderly 
Wakely responded. ‘‘If a man has to do something, he might as 
well be the best at it. But don’t forget law school. A military 
career is no career at all. You can still be admitted to a good one. 
Perhaps Stanford out in California. Had you gone to Princeton, 
though ...” ; 

They never finished the argument. Even now, less than an 
hour out of Saigon, Ritchie still looked back and lamented that 
had he gone to Princeton, he would be in law school, not a 
second lieutenant in the United States Army. He had returned to 
VMI and graduated the next year. His father had seen to it that 
he had applied at several law schools. By mid-May, none had 
replied. Because of his four years at VMI, Ritchie knew he could 
take officer basic and advance infantry training at Ft. Benning 
and do only a two year hitch, thus ending his military obligation. 
The idea appealed. 

But why-in hell had he taken a short, volunteered-for-airborne 
training and wound up with a three year stretch? Jump school 
had been utter misery for him. 

His legs felt like fead from all the running, a dull pain radiated 
from them up his spine to the back of his head. He soon came to 
know that the cadremen, loud-mouthed corporals and sergeants 
wearing fatigue trousers, tee-shirts and blue baseball caps, all” 
hated officers entering the program. They tried extra hard to 
wash out the few commissioned men in the school. 

“Sir, you’re slow and sloppy, sir. You have a- lousy body 
position, sir. Now drop and give me ten, sir!’’ the cadremen 
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would bellow close to his face. ; 

**No-no-no, you idiot, sir! You’re supposed to look up and 
check your canopy, sir. I know there’s none above those risers, 
but check it anyway. When you get down off the wire, give me 
ten, sir, for failure to check your canopy!”’ , 

And the sawdust pits. Endless hours of PT in the stifling, 
humid southern heat doing push-ups, sit-ups and squat-jumps.. 
.Over and over, with the cadremen counting cadence in the 
‘exercises, often repeating a single number several times; until 
their basic sadistic streaks had been satisfied at the grunting, 
sweating straining of their victims. Somehow Ritchie had 
endured all they handed out. Jump week came and after it, 
graduation. When the school commandant pinned those 
paratrooper wings on him, it had all seemed worth it. 

Somehow, volunteering for Special Forces sort of just 
happened. As his father had insisted, if he was going to be some- 
thing, he might as well be the best there is at it. Well, he mused, 
accepting a final glass of champagne, he would soon see. The 
meal cart came around and he received a large portion of teriyaki 
chicken breast. 

‘We will-be in Saigon in two hours,” the cute stewardess with 
the pug nose and freckles told him. 

Damn, he’d sure like to lay her. 

Vietnam! 

The realization struck him. Part of him could hardly wait. 
Another portion of his mind chided him for being a fool. He 
could have gone on to graduate school, and to law school, and 
avoided military service like so many of his friends. 

Why had he settled for . . . for this? 
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THREE 


A tall, gangling, thin young man stepped out onto the boarding 
ramp and started downward to the concrete. Instantly the 
armpits of his dress shirt stained dark with sweat. His biond hair 
and wide-set, candid blue eyes made him look even younger than 
his twenty-three years. Capt. Robert Falconi stepped forward to 
greet him. 

‘Lieutenant Wakely?” 

_ “That's me.’? Wakely shifted the sport coat he had over his 
right shoulder and tried to extend his hand to be shaken. His left 
held an attache case and the whole maneuver had an awkward- 
ness about it. _ 

“I’m Robert Falconi, Captain Falconi, your new CO.” 

Wakely swallowed rapidly, his eyes saucering. “Oh, hell. I’m 
sorry, sir.”’ 

“It’s nothing. You should know by now how informal people 
in the Forces are. My jeep’s over there.’’ 

“Say, this is all right. Since when do they send captains to 
meet lieutenants?”’ 

“First time I know of, unless to arrest someone. Your orders 
were changed while you were en route. You’re assigned to Special 
Operations Group. What do they usually call you, by the way?”’ 

Wakely flushed slightly. ‘‘Ritchie, ah, sir.” ; 

“Call me Falcon. We'll get you to the BOQ and have someone 
pick up your gear. There’s a team briefing at fifteen hundred. 
Then, I figure we start in on the hard work.” 

*‘So soon? I mean, isn’t there some sort of orientation 
program for new arrivals?’’ 

Falconi laughed aloud. ‘‘Ritchie, this is Vietnam. The way to 
get oriented to the Orient is to be here. This is no training op in 
Wisconsin or Alaska. Where we’re going, the people shoot real 
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bullets.’ Falconi entered the jeep and motioned to Wakely to sit 
beside him in the rear. 
‘ “The MACV annex,”’ he instructed the driver. 

“*Yes, sir.” 

The jeep pulled out of the reserved slot and started into the 
swarming traffic, headed into Saigon. Wakely gawked around 
him like a tourist. 

“The people here are starving and oppressed. At least that’s 
what the press says. But this . . . this looks like any big city. New 
York, even.”’ 

“You'll soon learn not to believe ‘much the press says. Of 
course, Saigon is a cosmopolitan center. Not much of the fight- 
ing has happened around here. Out in the bush you'll see 
starving people enough.” 

- “Hey,’? Wakely enthused. ‘‘There’s a lot of Americans here.’’ 

‘Mostly correspondents, making up those tales to tell in the 
States, some businessmen and lots of construction workers. 
There’s a lot of Australians and Canadians, too. Some French.” 

‘*Wow! Look at that. A real discotheque.” 

**That’s Suzie Wong’s. A hangout for the enlisted men. You'll 
see a lot of that around here.’’ ; 

The street had narrowed and the jeep made slow progress 
among the milling, black pajama-clad natives. Wakely suddenly 
sobered. ‘‘Are all . . . all of these people Viet Cong?” 

**Not at all. Though there are guys who will give you odds they 
are on our side during the day and Charlie’s at night. This is a 
sick country. They’ve been in some sort of civil war since before 
either of us were born. After they kicked the French out in fifty- 
four, it got worse.”’ 

Wakely looked blank. “But isn’t it the struggle to prevent 
Communism from taking over Asia?’’ 

“Partly. That’s supposed to be why we’re here. Mostly it’s one 
side trying to take over from the other. The people keep getting 
caught in the middle.” 

. “They say the Diem regime is corrupt.”’ 

“*That’s right. But then, the one before him was corrupt and 
the one after will probably also be. Most of those ambitious to 
go into government here are a bunch of bastards. The only 
difference is that Diem is on our side and Uncle Ho in Hanoi is 
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on the Russians’. That makes Diem our bastard. So, we try to 
prop up the government and teach their troops how to fight 
efficiently. But, Ritchie, the bottom line is this. When you are 
out in the bush and some son of a bitch is shooting at you, he is 
the enemy. Politics has nothing to do with it.”’ 

“Uh ... that’s a lot different from what they teach at the 
Special Warfare School.”’ 

“The operative factor is that the ones teaching are at Fort 
Bragg. We’re in Saigon.” : 

With the thought in his mind to give the green new lieutenant a 
good view of:Saigon life, the driver turned onto Truman Key. 
Immediately a throng of over-made up, gaudily dressed hookers 
made their presence obvious. Wakely gaped. 

‘‘Are ... are those prostitutes?” 

“Sure are,”” Falconi told him. ‘‘World’s oldest profession. I 
think the Orientals invented it.” 

_- “You mean the MPs allow this? There isn’t ... isn’t an 
organized red light district, regular inspections?” 

“‘Oh, they have that, too,”’ Falconi told him dryly. “‘These are 
only freelancers. And our MPs don’t run the town, the 
Vietnamese do.”’ 

‘Hey, Ame’ican. You wan’ suckie-fuckie?”’ a short, slender 
teenager called out. 

“‘Jig-jig your hot meat, Ame’ican boy!”’ a girl of about twelve 
offered to Wakely amid the laughter of her sisters in sin. 

*‘My God!’’ Wakely responded, shocked despite his worldly 
attitudes acquired while living abroad with his parents. ‘‘At least 
they had it under control in Japan and Hong Kong. Regulated 
and all. It was . . . civilized.’’ 

**You like boys, then?’’ another hooker suggested. ‘‘I get you 
re’r pretty one. E’even, t’ef years ol’.”” 

“*Je-sus!’” 

“This is Vietnam, Ritchie. Their ways are not ours. You're 
going to find a lot of things new to you. For instance, I said the 
fighting hadn’t gotten to Saigon much. That's true, if you - 
consider combat. There are harassment attacks. Mortaring at 
night, rocket attacks, bombs and booby traps, poisoned food. 
Lots of little things. Méanwhile, the people go about making 
their livings as they always have. We don’t run the country, the 
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Viets do.’” 

Wakely sat in contemplative silence for a while. A block 
farther down the street, three rapid, sharp reports from a Garand 
rifle brought the jeep to a sudden halt. People screamed and ran 
from two squat, solid-looking Vietnamese soldiers who stood 
over a bleeding body, draped across the curb. A long gray pigtail 
extended from the conical hat of the victim. 

“‘My God!’’ Wakely exclaimed. ‘‘They gunned down an old 
woman.”* 

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Falconi urged. ‘‘Things aren't 
always what they seem . 

Suddenly, the front of the building behind the soldiers bulged 
outward, followed by the tinkling shatter of glass, a huge cloud 
of smoke, dust and debris and a deep, rumbling explosion. 

“Shit,’’ Falcon growled through clenched teeth, involuntarily 

_ ducking. Bits of plaster and wood splinters flew past the wind- 
shield. ‘‘See what I mean about bombs, Ritchie?’’ 

**I didn’t really need a demonstration, sir,’? Wakely replied 
tensely. 

The driver turned the steering wheel sharply. The jeep lurched 
to the curb, the front tires hopped onto the sidewalk. , Then the 
passengers heard the shrieks. 

‘The South Vietnamese soldiers had been knocked into the 
street. From the roof opposite, a stream of slugs cut into 

. concrete, tracking them. One man was struck. The ARVN 
soldier cried out and toppled to the ground, hands clutched to 
his bullet-torn chest. 

Falcon bolted from the jeep. His body low, using the vehicle 
for cover, he drew a Colt .45 from his shoulder holster, snapped 
off the safety and took aim. 

His first round struck a Viet Cong sniper in the left armpit. It 
staggered him backward, his AK-47 firing wildly into the sky. 
Massive shock consumed the enemy gunman. He sagged in the 
middle and toppled off the roof to splatter wetly on the sidewalk. 

Another Kalashnikov snarled from the roof. Bullets ricocheted 
and whined off the stone pavement and the frame of the jeep. 
Falconi ducked low behind the vehicle. An ashen faced Lt. 
Wakely crouched beside him. 

**Son of a bitch,’ Falconi muttered. ‘‘I should have known 
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there’d be more than one back-up. I need some cover fire.’’ 
_ *Nuts,’? Wakely remarked. “‘I don’t even have a goddamn 
gun.” 

‘Falconi glanced about and saw the two surviving ARVN 
soldiers. They had scrambled to the shelter of an abandoned taxi 
cab parked on the curb. One of them waved an M-1I Garand at 
’ Falconi to signal that they were on the same side. 

‘*Pin that bastard down,’’ the Special Forces captain ordered. 
‘Keep him busy and ave me time to get in position to hit him in 
the ass.” 

“A-Okay, Sir!’? the ARVN trooper replied in broken, sing- 
song English. 

Twin tongues of orange flames streaked from the soldiers’ 
rifles. Bullets bombarded the rooftop, forcing the second sniper 
to retreat from the edge. Falconi took a deep breath and broke 
cover. His body bent low, he dashed for the building. 

‘. Wakely watched the senior officer, amazed by Falconi’s 
courage. Any man armed only with a pistol, who’d take on a 
sniper with an automatic rifle had to have balls of stainless steel. 

-“"And he’s going to be my CO,”” Wakely thought aloud. “‘If 
he doesn’t get his head shot off.’’ 

Falconi reached the building. Not a shot had been fired at him 
when he’d run across the street. The ARVN boys had done a fine 
job of getting the VC sniper’s attention. Falconi jogged into the 
alley and saw a figure drop from the roof to a fire escape. 

The man’s shaven head and the AK-47 in his fists left no doubt 
concerning his identity. The Viet Cong yanked an exhausted 
magazine from the Kalashnikov and prepared to reload. Falcon 
purposely aimed his Colt high and squeezed the trigger. A 230 
grain full-jacketed hardball round struck the wall above the 
gunman’s head. Tiny fragments of brick and powder showered 
the startled gook. 

*‘Drop the gun, asshole!’’ Falconi ordered. “Next one goes 
right up your nose.”* 

Falcon repeated the command in curt Vietnamese. He may 
have mispronounced a word or two, but the VC would realize he 
wasn’t being asked to do Falconi’s laundry. The Cong stared 
down at the American and blinked once. Then he leaped over the 
. handrail, the empty AK-47 still in his fist. Falconi stepped back 
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to avoid the hurtling form. The sniper landed awkwardly and fell 
to his knees less than a yard from Falconi. 

“Is Ho showing you morons Superman re-runs again?” he 
sneered. Anxious to take a live prisoner for interrogation, he let 
his anger out through an off-the-wall sense of humor. ‘‘No more 
stunts or we'll see if bullets bounce off that red ‘S’ on your 
chest...” 

The VC seemed to strike like a cobra, bolting from the ground 
to slash his rifle at Falconi. The barrel rapped Falcon’s hand and 
knocked the .45 from his grasp. With a wild battle cry, the VC 
swung a fast butt-stroke at Falcon’s head. ; 

The American ducked under the whirling rifle stock. The 
weapon sliced through air above his skull. Falcon slammed the 
front of an elbow into his opponent’s mid-section. There wasn’t 
time to aim at a definite pressure point or nerve center. Falcon 
just hit the sniper where he could and hit him hard. 

The Vietnamese groaned and staggered backward. Falcon 
launched a powerful side-kick to the man’s abdomen, the edge of 
his boot striking the Charlie just below the solar plexus. The Ho 
Chi Minh madman doubled up with a gasp, yet he still lunged 
forward and thrust the muzzle of his AK-47 like a lance. 

Falconi sidestepped nimbly and seized the frame of the rifle 
with both hands. He pivoted sharply and fell to one knee. The 
increase of momentum and the sudden change in direction sent 
the VC hurtling in an abrupt somersault to the ground. His 
fingers slipped from the Kalashnikov when he crashed to earth. 

The Viet Cong assassin certainly wasn’t a quitter. He rolled 
over and tried to rise. Charlie glanced up and saw Falconi 
advance, holding the AK-47 by its barrel. The buttstock swung 
toward his head. The sniper raised his arms to ward off the blow. 
Falconi twisted his wrists and altered the aim of his improvised 
club. The stock chopped the VC on an elbow and shattered the 
joint. : , 

With a shriek of pain, the assassin clutched his crippled arm 
with his other hand. Falcon swung the rifle low, smashing the 
stock across the man’s right kneecap, breaking the patella bone. 
The VC collapsed -on his face and moaned for mercy, Falcon 
kicked him behind the ear to shut him up. 

Lt. Wakely and the two ARVN troopers appeared at the 
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mouth of the alley. The Vietnamese saw the sniper’s prone figure 

and grinned at Falconi. The captain located his .45 and scooped 

it up. 

**He’s still alive if you guys want him,’’ Falcon told the ARVN 
soldiers. 

**Fuckn’-A!’’ one of them replied with a toothy smile. 

“‘He’s all yours,”’ Falcon told them. ‘“‘If he says anything of 
interest, don’t forget to-share it with your American advisors,” 
He tossed the Kalashnikov to the South Vietnamese. 

Sirens sounded in the distance. From: inside the bombed 
lounge’ came the cries of the wounded. Men’s voices mixed with 
women’s in a bedlam of agony. Smoke still belched from the 
empty window frames and yellow-réd flames licked at the second 
floor. Falconi, pistol still in his hand, turned to Wakely. 

"We'd better get in there and lend a hand until the medics and 
MPs get here.”’ 

_ “Uh... oh-sure.” 

Falconi had given them a grim task. Blood smeared the walls 
of the Brooklyn Bar with sticky red. Here and there lay bits and 
__ pieces of people. A decapitated head rolled slightly a dozen yards 

from the body it had been blown off from. A leg was draped 

over the bar, which had been staved in at the middle. Three bevel 
edged mirrors behind the liquor stock had shattered, along with - 
the bottles of booze. The air reeked of burnt TNT. ; 

Falconi knelt beside one wounded American and used the 
man’s belt to fashion a torniquet. Wakely gagged slightly, then 
cut away the burned jacket and shirt from another American 
with a bad puncture in his chest. The sirens grew louder and a 
commotion at the door brought his head up. 

_ Burly MPs, with helmets and white web gear, appeared in the 
blasted opening. ‘‘We’ll take over. Did you see what went 
down?”’ 

“*Cong,’”’ Falconi told him, ‘‘three of them. We got here just 
as it blew. I’m Captain Robert Falconi, MACV/SOG. This is Lt. 
Ritchie Wakely, of my team. I was bringing him in from Tan Son 
Nhut.”’ 

“Are there any more?”’ 

‘I don’t think so. I shot the one off the roof across the street. 
The ARVNs killed one and took the other prisoner.’’ 
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Medics and civilian Vietnamese ambulance personnel arrived 
and Falconi walked out into the street with the MP sergeant. 
Wakely trailed behind. The MP waved a hand at the destruction. 
. “Christ, what a mess.’’ 

Some of the survivors were being led out. Lt. Wakely stared at 
the wreckage that had formerly been the Brooklyn Bar. The 
shattered glass covered the sidewalk and dust still billowed from 
the blown out windows. More MPs and medical people entered 
the building and escorted the Americans still able to walk. All the 
survivors were covered with plaster dust and only a few had not 
been wounded by flying splinters. One, a soldier, clamped his 
hands over the torn sockets that had once contained his eyes. 

Haunting moans echoed from within, revealing that other, 
more seriously injured, were still inside. Vietnamese civilians 
timidly ventured forward. One of the younger MPs cursed and 
kicked the corpse of the ‘told woman.”’ The VC’s rice-reed hat 
rolled from his shaven head, the gray pig-tail still attached to its 
interior. 

“Most of them were civilians, construction workers,”” the MP 
sergeant said in a choked tone. 

‘*Jesus,’? Wakely whispered in horrified awe. ‘‘I didn’t think 
this sort of thing went on in Saigon . . .”” 

“This is Vietnam,” Falcon said fiercely. ‘‘From Saigon to 
Hanoi. Those men you saw in the street with the guns know the 
score. Laos, Cambodia, all of Southeast Asia is going to try to 
kill you . . .”* A bitter smile appeared on Falcon’s lips. 

“This is Vietnam, Ritchie.’’ 
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FOUR 


Lt. Ritchie Wakely turned his eyes toward the .45 auto in Capt. 
Falconi’s hand. ‘‘When do I get one of those?” 

Falconi managed a warm grin. ‘You'll do. Let’s get out of 
here.. They can ask us questions later.” 

Ten minutes later they reached the small barracks building that 
served as dormitory and classrooms for the new SOG team. 
Falconi directed Wakely to a small cubicle. 

“This will be your room. The only privacy you'll have. Every- 
thing else we do as a team. After the first day or so it will be first 
names only, or nicknames if the troops give you one. As you saw 
when we came in, the whole ground floor is devoted to class- 
rooms. The briefing will be at fifteen hundred in the largest one. 
See you then.”’ 

Falconi returned to his own room to give a quick study to the 


’ two-oh-one jackets of his new tedm members. Curiosity, and a 


faint, ancient hostility, sent him first to that of Manuel Rivera. 
What he read raised his thick, black brows. His left thumb 
‘massaged a small, sickle-shaped-scar on his firm chin. 

** ‘Manuel Jose Rivera, age twenty-five,’ ’’ he read aloud. 
‘* ‘MOS; Light Infantry Weapons, Infantryman, Airborne, Spe- 
cial Forces. Secondary MOS; Administrative-Clerical. Lan- 
guages; Spanish, Italian, Vietnamese, conversational in Korean.’ 
Where the hell did he pick that up? ‘Weapons Qualifications...’ 
Hummm, impressive. ‘No arrests or convictions other than 
juvenile,’ ’’ Falconi turned a page. ‘Shot record, everything in 
order. Be damned, two letters of commendation. He’s served with 
some good outfits, too.’’ He put the folder aside. 

**Andrea Thuy. I wonder . . .”” He opened her records, a faint 
smile on his lips. 

Fifteen hundred hours came entirely too soon for Falconi. 
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Eleven men and one woman sat casually in the large classroom 
when he opened the door. 

‘*At-ten-tion! a tall, broad shouldered young man in sportshirt 
and slacks bellowed. ‘“‘Captain Falconi? Falcon? I’m Master 
Sergeant John Snow.” 

“‘Good to meet you, John,’’ Falcon returned, extending his 
hand. “‘I’ve heard a lot about you, even before I got this assign- 
ment.” . 
_ Although a tall man, Falconi had to look up to gaze directly 
into Snow’s eyes. The gray orbs didn’t flinch at the captain’s 
close scrutiny and Snow’s handshake was firm without being 
aggressive. A shock of unruly black hair hung over his forehead 
and an incipient cowlick threatened to rise in the rear. Despite his 
stature, Snow-had a look of studious, boyish innocence. Falcon 
liked him in an instant. 

“You're the team sergeant. You’ve met the others, how about 
‘handling the introductions?’’ 

“Sure, Falcon,’’ Snow acknowledged, using the name Bob 
Falconi had earned in the bush. Without his knowing it, Capt. 
Robert Falconi had become a legend among the men of Sth 
Special Forces, and other units of the Military Assistance Group, 
Vietnam. Snow turned and began by rank, probably the last time 
formalities would dictate action by the team. 

“This is your executive officer, Captain Andrea Thuy, 
ARVN. os 

Falcon’s eyes widened in. surprise. Although Andrews had 
made it clear that Capt. Thuy was a woman, Falcon had not 
expected one quite so beautiful. A Eurasian with a smooth, 
faintly olive complexion, long legs for an Oriental, and nicely 
arranged features that could almost be called intriguing. She 
didn’t smile readily, Falcon noted. And her dark brown, 
almond-shaped eyes held a fire that could be aggressiveness . . . 
or hate. But for whom? he wondered. 

“Captain Thuy, welcome to the team,’’ he heard himself 
saying inanely. Funny, her looks had robbed him of annie 
more original to say. 

“I hope we will work well together, Captain Falconi,’’ che 
returned coolly. 

“Call me Robert, or Falcon.’’ 
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.““Ah, yes. The Falcon. Your name is well known to our 

soldiers. Hard, but fair, they call you. And an awesome fighter.”’ 

Falconi flushed, his eyes glancing away from her steady study 
of his face. 

“*You’ve met Lt. Wakely, I understand,’? MSG Snow went on 
to cover the ‘‘old man’s’? embarrassment. 

“Yes. We shared a VC bombing at the Brooklyn Bar.”’ 

“And Falcon added another Cong to his score. Me? I didn’t 
even have a piece,’’ Wakely lamented. My God, he realized with 
a start, he was beginning to /ike this war stuff. 

“Did you have to change your drawers when you got here, 
junior?”’ a bear-voice growled from the far corner. 

Wakely spun, his gaze sweeping the room. What sort of 
enlisted man spoke so insolently to an officer? Then he accepted 
the inevitable as it applied to Special Forces types. At least out of 
the formal structure of the school, he amended. He picked out 
the offender, a crew-cut blond with a pale complexion and the 
face of a stereo-type preacher’s son. 

_“Can it, Malpractice,’ Snow snapped. ‘You'll get your 
turn.”’ He returned his attention to Falconi. Before he could 
speak, though, Falcon crossed the room, his face beaming with a 
smile and his arm extended for a big bear hug. 

“Hiya, Horny, I haven’t seen you for a while,’’ the captain 
exclaimed. 

SFC Jack Galchaser grinned like a mischievous school boy and 
rose to receive Falcon’s embrace. ‘‘You’re gettin’ fat, Falcon. 
Why don’t you come down in the Mekong Delta where the shit 
- really hits the fan?’’ 

‘“Who gets fat on Cees? You’re ugly as ever, you know that? 
You upped your score lately?”’ 

“Hey, you oughtta know. I got me this nice little girl-san, she 
stands about so high,’’ he extended his huge ham fist to a height 
about level with his floating ribs. ‘‘She’s eighteen and man can 
she .. .’’ Galchaser broke off at the sight of Andrea Thuy’s icy 
eyes turned his way. ‘‘Ah . . . well, you know-how that’s just a 
joke with me, ‘cause of my name, Cap’n? Hell, Rita an’ the kids 
would skin me alive if I fooled around for real.’’ 

“Sure, Jack.’’ Falcon turned to his exec. ‘‘He means that, 
Andrea. It’s just he has this traditional name from the Cherokee 
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tribal roles, Galchaser. It got him his name over here, Horny. 
Sort of, ah, an in-joke.”’ 

**I see,’? Andrea Thuy remarked icily. . 
“I hope so,’’ Falcon gave her in a firm tone that clased the 
subject. He went on to Jack, ‘‘Hey, since you’re going to work 
with junior here,’ he indicated Wakely with the sobriquet 
Malpractice McCorkel had hung on the young lieutenant, ‘‘you 
might as well get to know each other better while meet the rest 

of the team.’” 

“Sure thing, Falcon. We'll have a brew later, right?” 

‘‘Make book on it.”’ © 

“This is Lt. Nguyen Van Dow,’ Snow inserted in the pause 

- that followed their conversation. 
' **We’ve met. He was on my last op. Why aian's you say you 
were coming here for the same thing?’”’ 

Dow cocked an eyebrow. ‘‘I didn’t know. Not until I met with 
the man from your CIA. Now that we’re going to be on the same 
team, call me Dinky Dow. That means crazy in my language.”’ 

“I know. How’d you ever get stuck with a name like that?’’ 

Dow’s eyes slid from their fixed gaze. ‘‘Some people think I 
am crazy. Sometimes I do, too.” _. 

He knows, Falconi thought. Only he’s wondering if I'l! dump 
him off the team because he used to be a VC. Better ease the 
pressure. 

“Well, if being crazy turns out the kind of scouting you did 
for me up there with the Yards, we can all use a little. Andrews 
tells me you are to liaise with ARVN for me. Why not Captain 
Thuy?”’ 

“‘Our superiors thought she would be too busy: with her 
regular duties.”’ 

“ft see. And you will. All of you.’ 

“Captain Robert Falconi,’’ a voice with a faint tinge of 
Chicano accent rose from the group. ‘‘Where you from, 
Captain?” 

“San Diego, Rivera. And 1 broke.your fucking arm in high 
school. You still nursing a grudge?’’ 

- "Hijo de la chingada! No, man.’’ Rivera rose. ‘‘Not unless 
you are. That was back in my punk days. I got smartened up.” 
He grinned uneasily. Unconsciously, his left hand massaged his 
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right forearm, as though it still pained him. ‘‘Mostly it was you 
smartened me up, dig?’’ 

Falcon nodded and extended his hand for a shake. Rivera took 
it. ‘I hear you’re a crackerjack in the Three Shed.’”’ 

“You got it, Falcon. At least I try. An’ it’s a lot more fun 
here than in some stinkin’ office.’’ 

‘Do me a good job and rl see what can be done about 
bucking you for a promotion.” 

‘‘What?’? Rivera demanded in pained protest. ‘‘An’ wind up 
back in some office? Not this kid.”’ 

“Deal, then?’’ 

‘*Right, man. You got it. A good job an’ no promotion.” 

“*You already know Mal McCorkel,’’ Snow interrupted the 
reunion to announce. ‘‘This is Staff Sergeant Liam O’Quinn.”” 

O’Quinn snapped to rigid attention. ‘‘USMC all the way, sir,”’ 
he fired at Falcon, who stood in a surprised posture between 
saluting and laughter. 

“You bucking for gunny, O’Quinn?”’ Before the stitprised 
marine could reply, Falcon went on. ‘‘Lightfingers O’Quinn, 
right? I hear you’re handy at acquiring things.’’ 

**Yeah, I like to pick up a few extras the team might need. 
Sorta my trademark,’’ he ended with a note of pride. 

“Good. Don’t get caught and we'll get along fine.” 

sad | got me a neat set of burglar tools,’’ O’Quinn offered. 

“Turn them over to junior dad draw them when you need 
~ them. You ready to go on a diet? Or do we change your name 
from Lightfingers to Lardo?”’ 

No one laughed at the squat, muscular marine. Despite his 
spreading middle, the gray-eyed, freckled redhead looked more 
than capable of handling himself in any bad situation. 

**Not much choice, if we’re gonna be in the bush eatin’ C-rats, 
right? Sure, I like to eat, Cap’n. But I can keep up with any of 
these pussies.’’ 

*‘Semper Fi and all that shit?’’ 

‘‘My middle name, Cap’n.”’ 

‘*Hang in there, Marine.’”’ 

Snow indicated a group that sat apart from the others. ‘‘These 
are the temporaries who have been brought in, Falcon. Lieu- 
tenant Marc Blum, USAF.”’ 
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A tall, slender young American, with sandy hair and deep 
green eyes rose. When he smiled the thick coat of freckles on 
both cheeks writhed. “I'll be your forward air guide,’’ the young 
pilot announced in a soft, southern accent. “I’m also a good 
training and operations man. That’s my job with my squadron.”’ 

‘Shalom, Blum,”* Falcon greeted in Hebrew. 

“U bah shalom. But, hell, Captain, I never learned that stuff. 
My father died when I was a baby and Mom took me back to her 
family. I got raised as a Presbyterian. 

“And I grew up a Catholic, so we're even on that. Where are: 
you stationed, Blum?’ Falconi inquired. 

‘In Thailand. It’s pretty country.’’ Blum ran long, concert 
pianist’s fingers through his bristly hair. He looked more like an 
up-coming stock broker than an Air Force jet jockey. His 
features and accent didn’t seem to match his name, Falconi 
thought, and as if sensing his puzzle, Blum responded simply. 

**l’m from Atlanta. My mother’s family -has been there since 
before the American Revolution.”’ ; 

“Why, lo’dy, Miss Scarlett, if it ain’t that awful Mr. Rhett 
Butler comin’ up the walk,”’ a passable imitation of Butterfly 
McQueen announced from the mouth of a huge black man 
seated a few feet from Blum. ; 

“That’s Calvin Culpepper,’’ Snow interjected. ‘‘He thinks 
he’s Bill Cos 

“Naw, man. He’s a stand-up comedian. I’m workin’ on 

_getting in the movies. I’m glad to be here, Cap’n. Heard a lot 
about you. You can call me Sam. That’s short for Sam Spade.’’ 

““Your two-oh-one says you’re a demo expert, Culpepper. 
Don’t tell me you double in the Two Shed?” 

‘“‘Nope. I just blow up things. The fellas in my last team 
apparently believed in calling a spade a spade and it sorta stuck. 
But see here, sweetheart,” Bogart began to flow from 
Culpepper’s lips, ‘‘if you want to get back this black bird, ah, 
excuse me, Falcon, you just leave everything up to ol’ Sam. 
Spade, see? An’ this little fellah next to me is Xavier Olobong. 
He’s my partner, sweetheart.” 

“Senior Corporal Xavier Olobong,”’ MSG Snow amended. 
“‘But first, let me introduce Sergeant Park Chun Ri, Republic of 
Korea.” 
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A figure, rather tall for a Korean, detached himself from the 
cluster of people at the center of the room. He had slightly 
bowed legs and walked with the smooth-grace of a martial artist. 
He had a ready smile that illuminated his small nose and close-set 
eyes, : 

“It is good to see you again, Captain,’’ the Korean began. 

“Oh, yes. Park. I worked with you on a training op out of 
Bragg. How’s the ROK Marines?’’ 

‘‘Fine, as always. We'd like a piece of the action over here. 
That’s why my government sent me. Sort of to scout out the 
possibilities.”’ 

Wakely glared at Park. The South Koreans want to get 
involved in Vietnam? He’d heard that Koreans were hard enough 
to roller skate on and mean enough to win a biting contest with a 
crocodile, Were they really just bloodthirsty for war, or did they 
choose to fight in Vietnam to try to stop the spread of 
Communism in Asia? The Koreans might prefer to fight the Reds 
in a foreign country rather than engage in full scale war in their 
homeland again. That made sense to Wakely. After all, that’s 
why the U.S. had sent him to ’Nam . . . wasn’t it? 

‘‘By the way,’’ Park continued. ‘“‘Congratulations on your 
promotion, Falcon.” . 

“That’s right,” the captain said. ‘‘I’d just made first 
lieutenant when you were at the Center. Well, war makes for 
quick promotions.”’ 

**Exactly. After my service with your team, I will become a 
warrant officer.’’ 

“‘Moving up in the world. I like that. What specialty are you 
bringing us? Your record is so varied that I couldn’t figure it 
out.”” - 

‘I have been doing work on passive perimeter alarm systems. 
For use on the line between us and the North. A similar type, I 
. have been told, is in use in North Vietnam.”’ 

“Interesting. Sounds like you know more about our first 
mission than I do.”’ 

“Not really. But we’ve all done some intelligent guessing.’’ 

“Save that for the briefing, eh?’’ Falcon turned to greet the 
_ Filipino. ; 
Olobong rose to shake Falconi’s hand. At five foot six and a 
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spare hundred thirteen pounds, he looked.tough and wiry. When 
he spoke he exposed large buck teeth and his accent sounded 
more Brooklyn than Manila. ; 

“‘Meaah. Glad to meets you, Captain Falcon.” ‘ 

“‘My God!’? Liam O’Quinn exploded. ‘‘Bugs Bunny.’’ 

This time everyone but Olobong laughed. Not understanding 
the reference he blinked at his new team mates and continued to © 
pump Falconi’s hand. Falconi winced sympathetically. He 
suspected that the nickname would stick. 

‘All right,”’ Falcon began with a call to order. ‘‘So now we’re 
a team. Or at least we will be after a couple of weeks hard, 
intense training. No matter how well trained and competent you 
are individually, you won’t be a team until you work as one. It | 
will be my job, along with Lt. Blum and Sergeant. Rivera, to see 
you do develop a second nature reliance on everyone else in the 
team. When that times comes, we will be ready to move out into 
the bush and run some ops for real. At this point I am as much 
in the dark as any of you. Mr. Andrews, our control from the 
Agency, should be here any time now to give us a basic idea of 
what it will be we’re shaking down to accomplish. Until then, 
let’s mix a little and talk shop.” 

For her own part, Andrea Thuy had been immediately taken 
by Robert Falconi. He was big, even for an American. She, too, 
had done her homework on her new commanding officer. He 
was a take-charge guy, which his easy, offhand manner with the 
new troops showed, and he had an impressive record in the bush, 
as the Americans called it. He was also handsome, with dark 
black hair and deep, strangely sea-green eyes. And he moved so 
smoothly and gracefully. Like Park Chun Ri. She knew that he . 
was a student of the martial arts, his record indicated that. That 

- caused her to wonder how he reacted, what he thought and felt 
when he killed the Viet Cong. For her own peace of mind, as her 
commander, she hoped he relished it as much as she did. 

Andrea had ample reason to hate the enemy. To this day she 
could still see the horror in her village when the = Minh 
came... 


. » **Run! Oh, run!’’ an old woman cried as she rushed into - 
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the village from the edge of the forest. ‘‘The Viet Minh are 
coming.”’ r 
A shot blasted from the dense undergrowth and the old fisher- 
man’s wife lurched forward another step before she crashed to 
the earth, a pool of blood spreading from the ragged exit wound 
in her chest. Children began to scream. Three year old Andrea 
Thuy cried out in alarm and clung to her mother’s hand. More 
rifles detonated and a shout of rage rose from the attacking 
guerrillas. This was a ‘‘medel’’ village, home of people loyal to 
the French regime, all converts to Christianity and faithful in 
their attendance’at Mass. They had the permanent services of a 
French priest and a French doctor, Andrea’s father. A prime 
target, in the guerrillas’ eyes, for the Marxist indoctrination of 
the followers of Ho Chi Minh. Taught from the muzzle of 
Russian assault rifles. 
They rushed into the clearing, indiscriminately shooting down 
men, women, and children. Their faces were twisted in anger and 
. blood-lust. One partisan soldier paused long enough to thrust his 
‘bayonet through the wriggling body of a small baby, clutched in 
its mother’s arms. The infant shrieked once and went still. Its 
* blood splattered on Andrea’s face. Then one of the dirty, 
unkempt guerrillas descended on her and her mother. His big fist 
lashed out and struck the little girl to her knees. She heard her 
mother scream. 

Then Andrea saw her mother on the ground, with the ugly 
man atop her. They were doing that strange thing that her father 
and mother did to make more babies. Only her mother didn’t 
sound like she enjoyed it this time. Andrea looked on in dumb 
horror. Thatch roofs had begun to blaze and billows of smoke 
obscured her view. She saw her father rushing toward them, his 
medical bag in one hand. 

‘‘Papa!’’ she cried in desperation. 

A stuttering blast from a submachine gun erupted off to 
Andrea’s left and her father bucked and jolted in the air, caught 
in mid-stride. A big man, Gaston Roget still tried to reach his 
daughter and violated wife, but the relentless Viet Minh 
continued to pump lead into him. His torn, bleeding body fell 
not five feet from her. Benevolently, the sheer frightfulness of 
the terrifying situation blanked out her mind and she sat in the 
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dirt like one already dead. When her child’s reason returned, 
only she and six other small children remained alive in the ruined 
village. In what seemed only moments, French soldiers arrived. 

“Oooh, pouvre enfant,’’ one whisker-bristled soldier 
murmured, bending over her. ‘‘Come, come now, we will take 
you away from all this horror,’’ he promised ... 


...» The sympathetic French soldiers hed kept his promise. 
Andrea and the other children had been taken to a Catholic 
orphanage in Hanoi. There she was given a Vietnamese name 
and Andrea Roget became Thuy. 
Hanoi was a beautiful city and, as she grew older, Andrea 
~“came to love it. She thought nearly every day of the kind Sisters 
who cared for her and the survivors of many villages ravaged by 
the murderous Viet Minh. Even after so many years, she could 
still call to mind the names and faces. 
Small, pudgy, round-faced Sister Mary Ignacius, who — 
frequently broke into fits of tears over the agonies endured by 
the small ones she had in her care. Sister Mary Joseph, stern, yet 
’ Joving, who spent long hours trying to help the young victims 
forget the horrors they had witnessed. As the fighting grew more 

’ fierce, more children flocked to the sanctuary of the orphanage. 
Food became scarce. Still the courageous Sisters of Charity 
continued their good works. 

Then came the devastating defeat at Dien Bien Phu. The 
French were cast out. The orphanage disbanded and many of the 
Sisters fled to the South to avoid degradation, torture and 
martyrdom at the hands of the atheistic Marxists who rode 
triumphantly into Hanoi. Within a month, the blood bath began. 

By then, Andrea had been safely. transported to a small 
mission near Attopeu, Laos. As one of the older girls, Andrea 
helped teach the primary grade children. She loved her work. It 
made her feel useful and to be, somehow, repaying the Sisters for 
all they had done for her. Sister Mary Joseph, however, had 
failed to erase Andrea’s simmering hatred for the Communists. 
From French soldiers she had learned the words, “‘bastard’’ and 
“cochon’’ and “‘vache.’’ She always used bastard, pig and rat- 
asshole in connection with ‘Viet Minh,” or ‘‘Communist,”’ or 
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“Ho Chi Minh.’’ To her the terms were inseparable. Repression 
and reprisals went hand-in-hand in what had become North Viet 
Nam. Tens of thousands died weekly, to make way for the 
“better”? world of Marxist-Socialism. 

_Even peasants unfortunate enough to own an acre or two of 
land were executed as exploiters of the people and robber barons 
of the capitalist system. All of it done in the name of Marxist 
progress and socialist emulation. Each day, tales of new outrages 
reached the refugees at the mission. Andrea would get upon her 
knees and thank Le bon Dieu, for her elvaion and safety. Then 
thé Pathet Lao came. 

‘All the terrors of twelve years ago were repeated. Some special 
new innovations in torture were added for the benefit of the 
helpless nuns. After repeated rapings, and at fifteen Andrea was- 

‘included in that sport, by the ‘‘animals who dressed like men’”’ as 
she forever after described the Pathet Lao guerrillas, the Sisters 
of Charity who ran the mission had been subjected to mutila- 
tions and forced into coprophagia, their faces smeared with their 
own excrement and poked into their mouths by filthy, hard- 
muscled hands. Greater horrors awaited, though Andrea 
managed to escape them. 

She had passed out while being raped. When she returned to 
her senses, she managed to slip out of the burning mission and 
crawl into the jungle. Fleeing southward with other refugees, she 
came to the attention of the South Vietnamese government. At 
first she had been pressed into service interrogating escapees 
from other countries. Then, when her cuts and bruises healed, 
she had been sent to the District Chief and the Regional military 

_ commander. 

**You appear to have a natural gift for languages,” the civilian 
official told-her. ‘How many do you speak?” ~ 

“Vietnamese, of course, French and Laotian,”’ she responded 

in a quavering voice. To her, all authority, except for the benign 
' dictates of the Brides of Christ.in the Church, represented 
torture and torment. 

**Could you learn more? English, say? Thai? Japanese?”’ 

“1... Tcould try.” 

‘*Would you like to work for the government? After all, South 

Vietnam is as much your country as the North used to be,’’ the 
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military commandant remarked. 

**How do you mean, sir?’”’ Andrea had timidly inquired of the 
burly man in a-green uniform. 

“‘What do you think of the men who conquered the French? 
The Viet Minh? The Viet Nam Cong San as they are calling 
themselves herein the south nowadays?” 

Fiery hatred crackled in Andrea’s eyes. “I would kill every 
cochon bastard of them if you would give me a gun.”” 
~ Both men smiled, satisfied at her passionate response. ‘‘We 
have a place for persons like yourself,’’? the commandant 
explained. ‘‘You will learn more languages, also how the Viet 
Cong operate. And you will be trained to use a gun, a knife, any 
number of weapons . . . provided you agree to be loyal to the 
government of the South and obey the orders given you. Would 
you like that?’ 

Andrea’s body trembled with the intensity of her earnest 
desire. ‘*I would walk through fire for the chance.”’ 

For two years, Andrea trained. She learned more languages 
and how to employ all the overt and covert means of killing, 
even poisons. She became familiar with Viet Cong tactics, with 
- the faces and identities of leading lights in the Communist. 
guerrilla force in the south. Then she had been sent into the field. 

The first Viet Cong that she killed lived long enough to see the 
expression of divine pleasure it gave her. He died in horror, his 
body ripped to shreds by long bursts from a French-made 
MAT-49 submachine gun. He was General Pham Van Dang, for 
a time chief of staff of the National Liberation Front army. She . 
assassinated three more top leaders of the NLF and Viet Cong 
over the next year. Always it gave her immense satisfaction. 
. Then she came to the attention of CIA personnel among the 
MACYV-. advisors. They Sent her on to Langley, Virginia for 
additional training. On -her return, she had been surprised to 
discover she had been given the rank of captain in the Political 
Warfare Department, the ARVN Intelligence branch. Now, this 
new opportunity to wreak vengeance on her despised enemy had 
presented itself. It excited her. Even more than the appearance of 
the man who would lead her . . . 


»_ * © 
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..- Andrea Thuy ‘broke off her long reflections and 
concentrated once more on Robert Falconi. Falcon, the men 
called him. Yes. That suited. Lean, mean, a predator. A shiver 
of. anticipation tingled along her spine. ‘‘Yes, this Falcon would 
lead her to the very heart of the enemy where she would get back 
double, triple, in kind for the loss of everyone she had ever loved 
and the only home she had known. Savoring it thrilled her. To 
her right the door into the corridor opened and a dapper man, 
wearing a-two-piece Oxford tweed suit entered. 

“Good afternoon, lady, gentlemen. I am Clayton Andrews, 
your control. Several of you have met me before. Now we are 
ready for the preliminary briefing on the mission you will train to 
_ carry out. Time is of the essence in this matter, so we will be 
going into a bit more detail than normal at this stage. Now, if 
someone will help me ...’’ he drawled to an end, gesturing 
with the map roll he held in one hand. 

Malcom McCorkel crossed the room and relieved Andrews of 
his burden. Together they attached it to hooks above the black- 
board and Andrews drew the paint-impregnated strip of cloth 
downward. ; 

“This,’? he began unnecessarily, ‘‘is North Vietnam. In — 
particular, we are interested in Hoa Binh Province, north and 
west of Hanoi. Hoa Binh is a mountainous area, liberally honey- 
combed with caves. Here, at some point along the Song Mau Do 
valley,’’. Andrews went on, his pointer tracking a line along the 
steep hills on the south side of the Red River, ‘‘there is a 
pagoda.’’ He paused a moment and clipped up on the board 
beside the map a series of photographs. Two were of a 
magnificent religious edifice, clearly in an architectural style of 
some three centuries ago. The remaining five were of a thick- 
chested, lean-waisted man with saturnine features. 

“The pagoda. will look identical to this one: They were 
designed by the same man and built within five years of each: 
other. The area has few roads and long before Uncle Ho took 
over in Hanoi, communications with the pagoda had been cut 
off. No precise location exists, but we will be able to get you 
within ten miles of it. That much we’re sure of. Now the man, 
General Song Van Nhu, is what makes this particular target 
important. ; 
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“‘General Song ‘liberated’ the pagoda in the name of the 
Hanoi regime a little over a year ago. It seems that some of the 
more strait-laced prudes, the kind you always get in a 
Communist hierarchy, are unaware of his use of the pagoda. It’s 
a good thing they are. Song has established an elaborate pleasure 
palace in the old place. He’s learned how to reap the benefits of 
capitalism, while remaining a hard-core Communist. 

“You're all acquainted with how the Communists use sex, 
drugs and other media for excess to break down the moral fibre 
of a country they intend to conquer,’’ he digressed expressing a 
currently popular theme among some American political circles. 
‘‘And then how fanatically prudish they are once in power. Well, 
our good general has decided that he can use the same means to 
further his own goals. He provides every luxury of East and West 
and caters to the varied sexual tastes of his high-placed Commie 
friends. Despite the moralistic front they put on in public, 
believe me, some of those tastes are bizarre. Among those 
suspected of being regular visitors are these men.’ Again 
Andrews produced photographs and displayed them. 

“This is Colonel Ha Van Lau, head of the War Crimes 
Commission, a new propaganda organization located in Hanoi. 
The guy with the pinched face is Mr. Lun Quy Ki, director of the 
Journalists’ Union and this one.is Mr. Phan of the Vietnam 
Peace Conimittee.. Now, the South has always been considered 
the more sophisticated, the, ah, more degenerate to the 
Communist way of thinking. That is why these others are among 
the frequent guests at Song’s orgy hotel.’’ The pointer tapped a 
closeup of a cadaverous looking face, whose lips spoke soundless 
hatred and the eyes glared murderous fanaticism from sunken 
sockets. 

“You are looking at Vo Chi Cong, vice-chairman of the 
National Liberation Front Central Committee. He is in effect 
Hanoi’s political commissar to the NLF Central Committee. He 
is considered a thoroughly indoctrinated Marxist, a person who 
has throughout his life stood for militancy and terror in revolu- 
tion. A thoroughly no-good son of a bitch. He travels frequently 
between the South and Hanoi. On such trips, our. resources 
inside the North report he has visited Song’s place. What such a’ 
doctrinaire asshole would be doing there, we didn’t have any 
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idea until lately. More on that later,’? Andrews touched the hard 
rubber tip of his pointer to the next face. 

“Tran Buu Kiem.” The photo showed a man with sleep-lidded 
eyes, an over-large nose for an Oriental and the smug sneer of 
the typical pseudo-intellectual, or a jaded dissipate. 

‘‘When the Foreign Relations Commission of the NLF was 
organized this year, Tran Buu Kiem, a member of the Central 
Committee, was named chairman. He was in Hanoi in August. 
On seven August a broadcast on Radio Hanoi made official the 
announcement of his appointment. In this position he is 
frequently required to travel. One of his stop-offs is Song’s 
pagoda. He has been a doctrinaire Communist since his student 
days and was a founder of the NLF. Even so, as you can see 
from his photo, he appears to be one who enjoys his pleasures. 
There are others and we hope they can be identified on the site. 

**Now, Song uses the pagoda for another purpose. Not long 
ago, with the assistance of ranking NLF Central Committee 
members, Song managed a minor coup. He obtained a highly 
sophisticated piece of equipment directly from the Russians. It is 
believed to be a decoding device of a type not yet known to the 
Western powers. It is supposed to be used to break U.S. military 
codes and those of South Vietnam. With it, Song is coming on 
like Superman to Hanoi. His estimates and intelligence annexes 
are reported to be somewhat on the phenomenal side for 
accuracy. As a result, the general's star is rising and we are in 
deep puckey.’’ Andrews paused a long moment. 

“Your first mission will be to locate this pagoda, break in and 
kill every son of a bitch in the place, get the decoding device and 
get out. Then you are to call in an air strike to utterly destroy 
General Song’s setup. We need that decoder. That must come 
first. Blowing hell out of the place without it will be a waste of 
time and bombs. With it, and all who know of it dead, the 
Russians will never be aware we have scored a big one against 
them.”’ 

**Do you have any plans of that pagoda? Without them we'll 
have a hard time finding anything. I need a detailed layout and 
floor diagrams of every level,’’ Falconi announced. 

“That can be arranged. 

““Good. Anyone else have comments?”’ 
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““How thick are those walls?’’ Culpepper inquired. “‘If I have 
to do any blasting to get to a safe or something like that, I I'll need 
to know so I can bring along enough goop.”’ : 

**You’ll have the information.” 

“The air strike. When do I call it in?”” Marc Blum aibseseas 

‘We'll get to details as the training develops. For now let’s use 
the KISS principal; Keep It Simple Stupid.”’ 

‘*We’re going six hundred or more miles inside North Vietnam 
to waste a bunch of gooner big shots, blast their love nest and 
‘liberate’ a Russian code machine?”” Manuel Rivera summed up. 
“How are we going to do that and how do we get out?’’ 

“Later, Sergeant Rivera,” Andrews told him. 

‘Later, my ass. From the way you laid this out, it’s a suicide 
operation. We’re all gonna die there.” 

“Perhaps, Sergeant,’? Andrea Thuy said calmly. ‘But we all 
have to die somewhere.’”’ 
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FIVE 


The summer monsoon had persisted into the first weeks of 
September, the water-laden southwest winds bringing heavy 
rainfall day after day. Much of it seemed to be falling on the 
facing slopes of the Red River Valley. Although a native of the 
area, General Song Van Nhu always felt depressed during the 
long sieges of daily downpour. Now he sat at an improvised 
desk, a low cocktail table, on a sheltered balcony that over- 
looked the gardens of what had originally been called the Bird 
Song Pagoda. Song’s own name for it was Lotus Garden. He 
took inordinate pride in the pristine gardens, which he personally 
cultivated. He sipped at a rapidly cooling cup of tea and 
completely ignored the papers spread before him. Water dripped 
incessantly from the upcurved eaves. 

“There is a civilian at the gate, Comrade General,’’ Capt. 
Gow Luc Mihn, commander of Song’s elite guard force 
informed him. The captain stood opposite his superior, the table 
separating them. ‘‘It is Comrade Tran Quoc Hoan of the Polit- 
-buro.”” 

Song smiled sardonically. ‘‘The Minister of Public Security. 
No need guessing what it is he is after. Send him up, Captain 
Gow.” 

While the officer hastened off to obey his commander, Gen. 
Song straightened up the piles of routine orders and reports 
before him. He straightened his gray-green dress uniform blouse 
and flicked away some stray cigarette ash that had accumulated 
on one trouser leg. He glanced at the rows of decorations on his 
left breast; the Meritorious Military Service Medal, the Victory 
Decoration for outstanding military service during the war with 
the French, the Dien Bien Phu Medal for outstanding service 
after the war, the Gold Star Medal and the coveted Ho Chi Minh 
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Medal, the Resistance Medal and the Combat Medal. He had 
earned most of them, actually earned them, long before his 
elevation to such exalted rank. He had fought the French twice 
and had lived to see yet another form of war come to his 
country. As new custom dictated, he did not display the decora- 
tions given him by the French during the resistance against the 
Japanese. 

As a peasant lad of thirteen he had joined the Viet Nam 
Thanh-Nieu Cach-Mang Dong-chi Hoi, the Association of 
Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth, the forerunner of the Indo- 
chinese Communist party. He was not then a Communist and 
could not tell even himself what a Communist was. All he knew 
was that he wanted to help liberate his country from European 
overlords. The movement was two years old: at the time. Before 
Song reached his fourteenth birthday in 1926, he had seen 
combat. 

An abortive attempt, quickly suppressed, had bee sae to 
drive the French from the western provinces. After its failure, 
Song Van Nhu had fled to China and began to undergo training 
in Marxism. He had a quick mind and scon became the youngest 
cadre. In 1930, he always recalled fondly, he had been personally 
cited by Nguyen Ai Quoc—who was later known as Ho Chi 
Minh—and asked to join in the organization of the Dong Duong 
Cong San Dang in Hong Kong. From that time on, Song served 
the Indochinese Communist Party. 

Even during the Japanese occupation, though he fought this 
Asiatic enemy, his true dedication and purpose lay with making 
Vietnam, indeed all Southeast Asia, Communist. When the men 
of the Rising Sun had been defeated, the struggle with the French 
resumed. It was then that his talents came to the fore, A 
lieutenant colonel, at the age of thirty-four, he was one of the 
youngest to have survived the earlier conflicts. He traveled 
extensively in the West, meeting Russian, French and Spanish 
Communists. He had also developed an epicure’s taste for luxury 
and hedonistic pleasures, he ruefully admitted to himself. 

At first this predilection had disturbed him. He had never 
married. He dedicated all his energies to the Cause. Now, 
suddenly, in his late thirties, he found himself enjoying to excess 
the marvelous savor of caviar, blinis, lobster and frogs’ legs 
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sauteed in butter. He began to drink heavily, and secretly. He 
wrestled with the stern puritanism of his Marxist indoctrination 
. «and his socialist virtues lost. 

Still, outwardly; he did not appear to have changed. He 
exhibited the usual zeal in the conduct of his duties, adhered 
publicly to the tenets of the Marxist faith and. pursued his hobby 
of gardening with all the meticulous detail of the past, a vestige 
he always proudly pointed to of his peasant origins. All the 
while, he hungered after the delights of the decadent West. Not 
until his elevation to the position of Military Administrator of 
Hoa Binh Province did he find an outlet for his secret life. 

In surveying his new command, he had come upon the Bird 
Song Pagoda. Visions of the wild drinking parties at the Black 
Sea dachas of Party favorites danced in his head. Memories of 
the mounds of food, denied to the common Soviet workers, that 
lavished the tables of these privileged elite, flared his nostrils 
with recollected scents. If the powerful of the Soviet Union could 
enjoy such Lucullan luxury, why then not he? A grand design 
“began to form. 

With the connivance of Col. Van Try Vong, a case of ‘‘subver- 
sion’? was built up against the two dozen monks who still 
inhabited the pagoda. When the anticipated approval came from 
Hanoi, he had moved his forces against the harmless old men. It 
required only a matter of minutes to secure the pagoda. 

“‘The monks, General,’’ Col. Van had come to inquire of him. 
“‘What is to be done with them?’’ : ; 

-‘Take them out and shoot them,”’ Song replied offhandedly. 

That same day, he had begun his renovation of the pagoda. 
Within a week highly competent cooks and a Cordon Bleu chef 
had been located and transferred to the new headquarters. Stores 
of rare and exotic foods began to arrive. Van Try Vong had 
protested at first, but Song knew a secret about the colonel’s 
private life that would ruin him’ in Communist circles. é 

‘‘Comrade Van,’ he had addressed his executive officer one- 
day when truckloads of rich silk hangings and comfortable 
Western furniture were being unloaded. ‘‘I have not overlooked 
your interests in planning my Lotus Garden of Encompassing 
Delights. Accompanying this last shipment is a pair I think you 
will appreciate greatly. A brother and sister team. They are from 
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the South and well schooled in the pleasures you most enjoy. She 
is fifteen, he is thirteen. Use them here openly and safely, as you 
have done secretly with others over the years: past.’’ 

Van blanched and his face wore an opiesion of horror. ‘*You 
mean ... you know ...?’’ 

bd | have known for years, my dear Comrade Van. Although it 
is our duty to dedicate our entire energies to the State, and 
. through it to the proletariat, it is not the province of the State to 
- exert influence in our most private affairs. I do not subscribe to 
your form of amusement, yet I will not-fault you for it.’’ 

J]... uh, thank you, Comrade General.’’ 

Van went away, Song knew, far more angry at himself for his 
indulgence than toward the man who had made it possible and, 
in so doing, exposed his secret life. It was a quality that had 
served him well over the years. Know everything about those 
around you, had been his motto. Not only equals, but those 
above and below. A soft rap on the door casement leading to the 
balcony ended Song’s musings. - 

**Ah, Comrade Tran. Do come out. Take a seat. I will send 
for fresh tea.’’ 

“*You are most kind, Comrade General.’’ 

“What brings you to so remote a place, Comrade Minister?”’ 

Tran contemplated a long second before replying. His black 
eyes bore intently into the features of the man he faced across the 
‘table. Long, aesthetic fingers formed a steeple before his thin, 
uncompromising lips. 

**Your recent estimate of anticipated enemy action have been 
phenomenally accurate, Comrade General. Everyone in Hanoi 
wonders . . .’? He paused in mid-sentence to change direction. It 
was not wise, he knew, to ask too probing or direct questions in 
a Marxist society, ‘‘wonders at the efficiency of your intelligence 
service.” : 

“You flatter me. Actually, I do have an advantage. I have a 
number of prisoners in my charge, men from the South, taken by 
military units of our brothers in the NLF. In the course of their 
reorientation, they are frequently interrogated about their former 
lives. From them I have been fortunate enough to obtain data 
that draws a rather clear profile of the thinking of the misguided 
lackeys of the Imperialist West. With it, the planners on my staff 
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are able to draw, as you put it, amazingly accurate estimates of 
their next moves.’? Song carefully avoided any reference to the 
Soviet decoder he had sequestered in the disciplinary cells below 
the pagoda. 

Obtaining control of the highly secret device had cost time and 
effort. He had openly and ardently wooed the KGB represen- 
tatives who occasionally visited the pagoda, and with them 
officers of the Soviet Army whom he had met in their country. It 
provided him a spare ace, a trump card he could play sparingly 
to further his ambitions for rising higher in the government. 
And, if necessary, it could provide protection for his profitable 
enterprise. 

“Most... interesting. Then there is . . . nothing else? Some 
special means by which you acquire this knowledge?” 

“Are you suggesting that I am running a separate intelligence 
network, in competition with Hanoi? How preposterous! No, 
Comrade Minister, I live only to serve the State. And the State, 
in turn, most amply serves me. I have good men under my 
command, That they perform their duties better, perhaps, than 
some others is not a cause for suspicion, but for rejoicing.’’ 

The unsubtle implications of the general’s remarks did not 
escape Tran Quoc Hoan. An accomplished in-fighter in the 
hierarchy of a Marxist sfate, he well knew that a word or two in 
the right place by Song.Van Nhu could see him deposed for being 
an ‘“‘enemy of the State,’’ through failure to perform as expertly 
as Song’s men apparently did. Yet, it bothered him that Song 
seemed almost to be privy to the most intimate communications 
and reactionaries in the South and their American masters. But 
time might reveal any number of surprising things. 

“Not at all,’ Tran protested. ‘‘I am positive of your absolute 
loyalty. There is no more doctrinaire a comrade in command of a 
military department than you.”’ 

‘Thank you, Comrade Minister. And, now that you are here, 
will you do the honor of joining my small party for dinner this _ 
evening?”’ 

Tran glanced at the watch on his right wrist. ‘‘I regret that I 
must be back in Hanoi by eighteen hundred hours this after- 
noon. Perhaps another time, Comrade General.’’ 

‘*Yes. I insist. Your visits flatter me and I would like to show 
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my appreciation.’? Song rose, indicating that, even though he 
was the subject of the impromptu interrogation, he was, in fact, 
in charge. ‘‘Is there anything else I can assist you with?” 

“‘No. Nothing at this time. Again, let me express to you how 
much this reliable stream of information is appreciated in Hanoi. 
If you will excuse me, Comrade General, I will regretfully take 
my leave.’’ 

**He’s too clever, damn him,’’ Tran thought to himself while 
Capt. Gow escorted him to the ground floor of the pagoda and 
out to his waiting car. It would deliver him at the small air strip 
some eight miles away, where he would fly to Hanoi. 

“Something is not right here. But there is.no one who can 
defeat Song. He is entirely too damn clever.”’ 


“Gather around the table here,”’ Falcon told his team. ‘‘These 
are plans for the grounds and buildings of the An-ninh Mat Troi 
Moc temple, the sister to the one Song is occupying. We. will 
have to assume that he has built up some sort of defenses around 
it. Probably a fence, even guard towers, cleared fields of fire and 
set in machineguns. Where we’re going is a mountainous region. 
All the hills contain caves. If we’re lucky we can locate one from 
which we can observe the routine at Song’s pagoda without being 
spotted. If not, we will break down into teams of two and scout 
the area from every angle, concealed in the jungle.”’ 

‘What about this crypto machine?’’ Lt. Wakely inquired. 
**Any idea what it would be like? I mean, this is the age of com- 
puters. I doubt if it will be a little black box with wheels, gears 
and levers.” 

“The problem is we don’t know. What if it is a computer?”’ 

“Uh .. . Falcon, computers come in two sizes; big and mon- 
strous. That guy from the Agency wants us to bring it back. 
Depending on how large it is, it could take us two weeks to disas- 
semble and a dozen trucks to haul away. I don’t think Hanoi is 
going to let us have that long.”’ 

**Take it up with Andrews. Now,’’ Falcon continued, ‘‘we 
want to utilize our talents to the best advantage in the attack on 
the place. We’re all familiar enough with the basics. What we 
have to do is find out who works best with whom. And we have 
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‘to smooth out operations as a team. By the day after tomorrow, 
a mock-up of the temple will be completed in a safe area in the 
bush.” We'll be going into the field to rehearse attacks on the 
pagoda.” 

_ “Great, into the field,’’ Calvin Culpepper thought to himself. 
He’d had enough of fields by the time he reached ten years of 
age .. 


. 


. “Calvin Leroy Culpepper, you get your black ass outta 
that bed and come here. We got fields to work today.’’ 
“B-but, Poppa, it’s the first day of school,’’-ten year old’ 
Calvin protested. 
**Make no difference,’’ his father yelled back. ‘‘Work comes 
_ first for us-niggers. They don’t want you in that school, no how. 
You get educated and next thing you know, ‘they gonna start 
callin’ you uppity and a trouble maker.”’ 
..“‘Awh, Poppa, most of my friends is goin’ to school now,” he 
protested. Calvin got up all the same. He buttoned on a crisply 
starched, short-sleeved white shirt and slid into his faded blue bib 
- overalls. The family could not afford such luxuries as underwear 

and socks for seven children, so he worked his long, muscular 
' toes into sturdy, but scuffed, ankle-high shoes and scurried out 
into the early morning sun. Silently he vowed he was not going to 
let his father, or anyone, keep him from school. 

‘‘What you dressed up fo’, boy?” 

“I just gotta go, Poppa. Mr. Watts, the principal, he say that 
it’s only through us gettin’ educated that the whites will ever look 
kindly on us niggers.’’ 

“‘When you gonna learn that there ain’t no such thing as 
kindly whites for our kind?’’ 

“Please let me go to school, Poppa. Law says... an’ I want 
to. I promise I’ll work double hard when I get home.”’ 
“Law don’t care *bout niggers in school. They did you’d be 

goin’ along with the white boys. Besides, we gotta work to keep 
what. land we have.’’ The tall, angular man with only a faint 
sprinkle of white near the temples of his tightly cropped black 
.. hair, rolled large eyes and slapped the palms of his spatulate- 

fingered hands together. “‘Kindly whites! Whoooie!’’ 


66 


“‘Why do you have such a hostile attitude toward whites, 
Poppa?”’ Big eyes, in a small, pushed-together face, looked 
earnestly at the elder Culpepper. 

“‘Hos-tile at-ti-tude,’” Randolph Culpepper enunciated slowly 
past thick lips. ‘““Where you get such fancy words, boy? How 
come you don’ talk Black like ev’body else?”’ 

Calvin cast his gaze downward. “I ,.. I learned them in 
school, Poppa.” 
. You see! That’s what school is doin’ to you. Give you airs, 
make you think youse better than other folks. They ain’t no 
place for a black boy in a white world. Schoo! don’ make it no 
better. You keep up these fool notions an’ you wind up in ol’ 
limbo, not good enough for the whites and too good fo’ the rest 
of us. Farmin’s what we’re cut out for and farmin’s what you 
gonna do today. You take this hoe and chop weeds i in the peanut 
patch,”” 

“No, Poppa, no! I gotta go to school. I just gotta!” 

Raymond Culpepper’s big, work-toughened hand lashed out 
and struck his son on the cheek. The long, hard fingers left red 
weals that stood out against the dusky skin. Tears flooded 
Calvin’s eyes but did not spill over. An expression of conster- 
nation and deep hurt twisted his smooth, ebony features. His 
father had never hit him before. Suddenly the elder Culpepper 
realized the extent of his reaction. His voice faltered when he 
tried to frame an apology and reconciliation. 

“T-today you chop weeds. Tomorrow . . . well, uh, tomorrow 
we'll, uh, see about you goin’ to school.” 

Calvin performed his task through tear-blurred eyes: But the 
next day, he recalled triumphantly, he went to school. And the 
day after that. And then it became years until he was graduated 
from the local black high school. 

By then, he understood his father. His parents had been 
denied rights and privileges in the past, but what held Randolph 
Culpepper back was his own sense of inferiority. Randolph 
didn’t hate whites. He hated himself because he was black. 

There are many types of prejudice against race, religion or 
nationality. It is a universal sickness and no culture is free of it, 
just as none is free from it. Randolph, his son realized, had the 
worst type of all. He was prejudiced against -himself. 
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When Calvin announced to his father that he was leaving 
home to attend a small agricultural college outside Atlanta that 
accepted black students, the old man beamed and patted his tall, 
strapping son on one broad shoulder. 

“You see. What I tole you? Farmin’s in our blood. You study 
hard, hear? Then you can maybe make this ol’ place pay for 


. itself.” 


The times were changing and the Culpeppers in their own 
stubborn way, changed with them . . . even old Randolph. After 
two years of higher education and a sudden burst of patriotism, 
Calvin joined the army and went into a new sort of field... 


. “In the field, we will continue our physical training 
program. Matador here,’’ Falconi nodded toward Manuel 
Rivera, ‘‘has the schedule.”’ 

‘All right, people, listen up,’? Rivera began. ‘‘We've got a 
couple of soft bodies here, fresh from the States. This operation 
isn’t like running missions out of a base camp. Where we're 
going there won’t be any time for rest. So, the name of the game 
is toughen up. We’ll ru ten miles every day, with field pack and 
weapons. 

. “I’ve assigned every man a handicap oad to carry in their 
A-frame. It is based on how much catching up they have to do. 
There’s be an hour’s PT immediately after reveille, then the run. 
After that, breakfast. Classroom exercises until noon chow. 
Small unit tactics from thirteen hundred until retreat. Night ops . 
will be run, but not during the first week.” 

**We gonna have any time for R and R down on Truman 
Key?’’ O’Quinn inquired laconically. 

“When we leave Saigon tomorrow morning, you won’t see it. 
again until we complete the mission,’’ Falcon told him. 

**Awh, hell, Falcon, that’s cruel and unusual punishment.”’ 

“Save it for the Chaplain, O’Quinn. There will be no time for 
boozing and no time for the ladies.’’ 

No time for booze. Malcom McCorkel felt a knife twist in his 


gut... 


.. A knife seemed to twist in his gut, but Mal McCorkel.- 
managed to down the entire quart of beer. He set the empty on 
the table in his parents’ unused garage and belched prodigiously. 

*‘Man, you keep that up and you'll turn into an alkie for 
sure,”? Tommy Ulrich told him solemnly, then broke up in a 
drunken giggle. ‘‘Shit, we’re all a bunch of alkies.”” , 

“Not at fourteen we aren’t!’”? Mal’s eyes blazed defiance. 
“‘Chuggin’ beer shows how. tough you are. lh brother does it. 
So’s the whole first string at Connors Hi i 

“Football players. You know what they are, t ' Lany Walters. 
injected scornfully. He was a slightly built, somewhat effeminate 
towhead who looked a good two years younger than fourteen. 
Although only the first of June, he already had a light golden tan 
that only highlighted his appearance of childish innocence. He 
took a long, slow pull on his own : 

**How about the guys in college? The fraternities? They're all - 
the time havin’ chuggin’ contests down at the lake,’’ Mal. 
countered in an attempt to defend his position. . 

“Bunch of snobs, slobs and enemies of the proletariat. That’s 
what my Dad calls ’em,’’ Larry offered. -. 

‘“‘Bullshit,”? Tommy returned. He had a brother in Lambda 
Chi Alpha. ‘‘What’s a proletariat anyway?” : 

““How do I know?” Larry returned. ‘“‘My Dad’s always using 
funny words like that. ‘Reactionism, recidivism, counter-revolu- 
tionary, class struggle.’ Hell, I had enough of a class struggle 
gettin’ out of ninth grade. I don’t wanna know what he’s talkin’ 
about. And chuggin’ makes me want to puke.” 

“You don’t have to do it ... if you’re a sissy,’ Mal 
challenged. ; me 

**You really gonna take your Dad’s car, Mal?’ Tommy asked 
in an attempt to change the subject. 

“Sure. Let’s finish the beer first. Then we'll go down to the 
lake for a-while.”’ , 

“‘An’ do what? Have a circle jerk?”’ Larry put in, alive with 
anticipation. 

_“No, stupid. We’ll take our sailboat out,’’ Mal sneered. ‘“You 

ain’t afraid of sailin’ are you, Larrykins?”’ 

“Get off me, you jerk,’’ Larry protested. 

‘Suck my... thumb.” - 
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Cie put a hand on Mal’s shoulder. ‘‘Take it easy, man. 


We got the whole.day ahead of us.”’ . 

“Yeah. Sure. Sorry, Larry. It’s just ... you’re so easy to 
tease. Friends, okay?’’ Mal extended his hand. : 

Slowly Larry took it. ‘‘Sure. Friends. I... I don’t think I 
want any more beer, okay?’’ 

“Fine with mej’? Mal told him. ‘‘That way I get more.” He 
opened another juart and knocked down a third of it without 
coming up for ail 

Those damn trees. At least Mal had thought there were two 

. trees. Then, when he had swerved to miss one, he smashed into 

- the only huge oak at'the ‘Y’ branch of the lake road. Had there 

:. ever been hell to pay then. The Juvenile Court judge looked like 

‘Simon Legree to Mal. His words, cold and aloof, struck at him 
harder than his father’s razor strap. 

**Malcom McCorkel, I am sentencing you to ninety days at the 
State Correctional School for Boys.”’ 

' "Ninety days! That’s my whole summer,’’ Mal blurted out 
despite a hard look from his father. 

“*] am fully aware of that, young man. I gave a lesser sentence, 
six months probation, to the Ulrich boy and young Walters 
because although they were with you and were intoxicated, it was 
you who took the car without permission. That’s Grarid Theft 
Auto in this state. It was you who drove it and you who smashed 
it up. That makes you responsible . . .’’ 


**. .y will be responsible.’’ Falcon’s words retrieved Malcom 
McCorkel’s straying thoughts. 

“Right. I know you’ve all been through it before, at least you 

’ guys from the Forces. Even so, there will be ten hours of cross-. 

training in medical. We are going to be on the move, might get 
separated. In that event, everyone will have to be able to perform 
more than the minimal of puttin’ on a field dressing. First class 
begins day after tomorrow.”’ 

“Did you arrange for a duplicate SF field medical kit, Mal- 
practice?’’ Falcon inquired. 

‘Right. First thing I asked Andrews for. Should be here in 
time for the training sessions.’’ ; 
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“Okay. Next item on the agenda. There will be no resupply. 
jrop. We go in and come out with what’s on our backs. That 
ihould make it easy for you, Lightfingers.”’ 

Liam O’Quinn nodded. There wasn’t a hell of a lot in life that 
iad been easy for him . 


. ++ “You a Paddy Murphy? Don’t shit me, you little runt!’ 
the gangly Italian youngster sneered at Liam O’Quinn. ‘‘I bet 
vou piss your drawers every time a Paddy Murphy walks down 
‘he sidewalk. Even those sissies don’t let twerps like you in their 
yang.” 

- Whap! Eight year old Liam O’Quinn planted the hard 
cnuckles of his small fist on the cheek of the thirteen year old | 
nvader of Delancy Street. 

A riot of black curls snapped backward with his head as 
Angelo Petrelli recoiled from the blow. ‘‘Why you little fag . 
ounk, I’m gonna show you what happens to anyone who messes 
with a Frat boy!’ The Fratello della Strada street gang’s name 
often stabbed fear into the hearts of even adults. The racially 
nixed neighborhoods of this portion of the Bronx numbered at 
east one hundred so-called clubs, all jealous of their territory, 
their “‘turf.”’ Angelo’s identification of himself as a member of 
che most vicious organization apparently didn’t bother Liam 
)’Quinn. When the Italian tough swung, the little boy wasn’t 
here. 

O’Quinn showed up behind the trio of turf crashers and - 
delivered a well-aimed kick to the seat of Angelo’s ‘pants. 
Instantly Angelo spun around. 

‘‘Bastard!’’ His shout of rage quickly turned into a squeal of 
anguish when Liam sent another sneaker-clad toe smashing into 
Angelo’s crotch. The Frat boy clutched his savaged scrotum and 
sank to the sidewalk. Painfully he curled into a fetal ball. 

“Fucker cracked my nuts,”’ he whined to his henchmen. 

Before the pair of gang members could react, Liam had 
begun to shout. ‘‘Murphys! Paddy Murphys to me!’’ 

Half a dozen Irish boys, ranged down from seventeen to ten, 
appeared on the streets. Two of them carried sawed-off baseball 
pats. One of the Italian youths drew a switchblade. The other 
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produced an ice pick. In a second the fight began. 

Shouts and curses crackled in the air. One Paddy Murphy 
shrieked and fell to the gutter, blood running from a slash on his 
abdomen. Little Sean McNichol dodged in among the churning 
legs of the larger boys and sank his teeth into the Achilles tendon 
of a Fratello della Strada soldier. 

A cry of pain came from the youngster’s lips and he stumbled 
backward. It gave Boyce Connors time to smack-him in the head 
with his bat. Pietro Rossi dropped like a wrecking ball. From the 
end of the street, a police whistle shrilled. 

“The bulls! The bulls!’’ Liam shouted. 

“‘Beat it, the heat!’ Angelo Petrelli yelled. He scrambled 
painfully to his feet and staggered away. 

5 Sean squirmed out of the melee, his small legs churning. 
- Jesus, Mary and Joseph! If they catch me this time it’s off to 
the hall for certain sure.”’ 

In five brief. seconds the street emptied of combatants. Only 
Liam O’Quinn remained, sitting in the center of the tenement- 
lined thoroughfare. When three policemen thundered down on 
him he began to cry. 

“Would you look at that, Hanrahan. All those slimeballs 
picking on the poor lad,’’ one tough harness bull commented to- 
his partner.. = 

*““Qoooooh .. . oocooh . . . oooh!’’ Liam sobbed. His body 
seemed to .shake with wretchedness. None of the policemen 
realized that O’Quinn trembled with the effort to control himself 
while he laughed like hell... 


. - Laughing like hell, Liam O’Quinn shook his shoulders 
loose and settled into the long, easy stride of the run. Following 
the second briefing, where class assignments had been given and 
the training schedule read, Falcon had fallen them out for a 
warm-up five mile run. O’Quinn never tired of running. It 
purged the body of lazy poisons and expanded the lungs. He 
frequently claimed that he could screw six times or more on a 

night following a fifteen miler. 
“Keep it up! Keep it up, Blum!’’ Falcon shouted at the Air 
Force lieutenant from his position alongside the column. ‘‘Once’ 
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- we get up there, if we leave you behind it will be dead.”’ 
Marc Blum stumbled, regained the stride and plodded on. 
_° Searing hot breath sandpapered dry throats and the sound of 
thirteen pair of feet slapping the ground reverberated in 

everyone’s ears by the time the five miles had been completed. 
Twelve of the participants breathed heavily and showed large 
sweat stains on their fatigue uniforms. Marc Blum wobbled off 
from the others, gulped down two large mouthfuls of water and 
promptly vomited it up. 

**You’re gonna have to keep an eye on him,’’ Ritchie a 
confided to Falcon. 
‘. “You’re right, Junior. I’ll be honest with you. I didn't think 
-you’d hold out any better.’’ 

**Awh, hell, Falcon. Back in the States I ran five miles every 
morning and played two sets of tennis every afternoon.”’ 

“*You don’t show it, but you’re a tough little shit, Junior. All 
right, people. Hit the showers and change to camis. Briefing on 
the air strike in twenty minutes.’’ 


Three days later, a plaster and bamboo model of the pagoda 
had been completed. Falcon stood in front of the team, a 
stopwatch in his hand. ‘‘This one’s for record. Each fire team 
knows its assignment. Andrea and I have already taken out the 
perimeter guards. Zeus,’’ he went on, using the nickname that 
had befallen Marc Blum since it was his radio call sign for the air 
strike, ‘‘will be holding at the base camp to call in the air. Junior 
and Horny have wasted the sentries at any secondary gate. Now, 
we're all together inside the compound. Okay, Matador, you 
take Dinky Dow and Bugs Olobong for the job on the main gate, 
right??? 

“Seguro, Falcon.”’ 

“‘Once you clean up there, leave Dow to man the M-Sixty and 
hold the gate, then join my section. Remington,” Falcon said to 
John Snow, using the moniker that attached to him from his 
habit of carting a portable typewriter into the bush, ‘‘you take _ 
Lightfingers, Horny and_ Malpractice. with you. Hit the 
outbuildings. Make sure you nail the guard barracks. That leaves 
me. Andrea, Junior, Sam Spade and Park come along on the 
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assault of the pagoda itself. When each section has secured its 
objective, join us. Look for concealed entrances. Cover them 
and don’t let anyone escape. Once we get inside it'll be kickin’ 
ass and takin’ names time. Mal, you hang loose, rove around a 
little, to cover any medical emergencies.’’ Hands on hips, he 
surveyed his dozen professionals. ‘‘We ready? No more than five 
minutes to secure the gate, hit the barracks and penetrate the 
main entrance of the pagoda. And... Now!’’ 

At Falcon’s shouted command the team broke into its assigned 
sections and started for the objectives. Manuel Rivera stretched ¢ 
out into a low, darting run. . 


- He’d been running that day, too. Bright California sun 
beat down on the white sand of the tienta ring at Rancho Santa 
_ Veronica. A small, scrawny, thirteen year old kid, Manuel made 
three laps of the arena, then started to run into the center, then 
out, backward, toward the faded red burladero in front of the 
stone ahd mortar wall of the stand, 

‘jBueno, hombre!’’ one of Don Alejandro Bustamonte’ s 

- vaqueros called out. 

**;Avante, matador!’’ another encouraged. 

Although Manuel was only one of a dozen youngsters from 
twelve to sixteen who had been given the unusual privilege of 
working out at the Bustamonte ranch, he firmly believed that the 
accolades were for him and him alone. His chest swelled with 

. pride. ‘Wait ’till I get a capote in my hands,’’ he thought, 
looking enviously at the big magenta and yellow capes in the 
hands of the real matadors present; the great Humberto Moro 
and e/ maestro, himself, El Calesaro. ‘I'll show them all.” 

Santa Veronica, the only working fighting bull ranch in Baja 
California, was located some fifteen miles outside the small 
mountain border town of Tecate, home of one of Mexico’s 
better brands of beer. Through the intercession of his uncle, Jose 
Madrona-Rivera, Manuel had been invited along for this one 
week training session, despite being an American and technically 
looked down upon by his Mexican cousins. He had seen his first 
corrida at the age of five and fell instantly in love bo the 
glamorous life of a matador de toros. 
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At the age of seven, while visiting relatives on a small ranch 
outside Calexico, he had tried to cape a young steer with his 
coat. He got a good drubbing in the dirt and years of arguments 
about his obsession with bullfighting. It had, he. recalled 
grudgingly, sent him into the street gang scene. Then, when he 
reached his twelfth birthday, his black-sheep uncle, Jose, had 
presented him with a kid-sized capote, a muleta and small, 
aluminum-bladed espada. 

Manuel practiced incessantly with the tools of the matador. 
His work finally. culminated in the invitation to Santa Veronica. 

When the mayoral signaled and the first vacilla entered the 
ring, the yearling heifer seemed like a mountain. Manuel sighted. 
it and experienced the same humiliating upset of his first 
endeavor. Undaunted, though, he rose and went after the wild 
creature. . 

‘*Aaaaah-haaa! ;Ay, vacilla!’’ he called in his high, thin 
voice. 

The calf gathered the muscles of its forequarters and rushed at 

-him. Manuel’s cape fluttered outward into a smooth, convex 
surface of magenta silk. The calf thundered past. 

A perfect Veronica! 

Confidence rose-in Manuel’s breast. Another pass, a bit 
clumsy, but sincere. A third Veronica after that. . 

‘*Take her to the pic,”’ the ranch manager commanded. : 

Reluctant to give up this beautiful moment, Manuel neverthe- 
less obeyed. How should he do it? Carefully he studied the 
animal to see upon which leg she put her weight. Ah, there. To 
_the left. 

With a burst of speed, the heifer charged. 

The silken cape slid ‘across in front of Manuel’s body. A 
moment before the horns touched it, he brought his left arm high 
above his head, the skirt of the capote flaring outward, and 
pivoted gracefully to the right. 

In a shower of dust, the vacilla roared past him and onto the 
pencil-sized point of the picador’s lance. 

“Ole!” Shouts of approbation rose = his fellow 
aspirants. 

*“Ole!”’ This time from Don Alejandro Bustamonte. 

Manuel was in heaven. 
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It was not until his seventeenth year, two years after Robert 
Falconi had broken his arm as Manuel countéd it, that his dream 
Became fulfilled. By working hard, he had finished high school a 

year early. He went to live with his uncle in Mexico. 

And Uncle Jose let him attend the classes for prospective 
matadors at the Tijuana bullring. Within six months, Manuel 
killed his first novillo, a two year old fighting bull of enormous 
speed and strength. A month later, he killed a second. Two 
weeks after that, a third. Unfortunately he lacked the classic 
grace and vital connections in high places that would get him 
picked up and put on the Novillero circuit that would lead 
ultimately to an a/ternativa as a full matador. 

All the same, Manuel continued to attend the fights, often 
receiving a callejon pass to stand on the sand in the narrow 
attendants passageway, with only a five foot fence of two-by- 
sixes separating him from the ferocious beasts that challenged the 
men he so admired. 

One day, lie continually vowed, his time would come .. . 


. «« “The time has come,”’ Falcon told his team, “‘to move on 
to the next phase. Since our insertion into the target area will be 
by HALO, we start tomorrow on high altitude parachute jump 
training. Several of you have been through the school. We could 
round up only one man to serve as instructor cadre and 
jumpmaster. Therefore it will be up to you with experience to 
assist. The team has to have this down within a week. After that, 
we leave at any time.’’ 
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The field used for training ARVN rangers for parachute 
qualification looked a small, sad second cousin to Ft. Benning or 
any of the other airborne bases in the U.S. Even so, the business 
was conducted just as seriously. 

‘Good morning, people, I am Master Sergeant McReedy, 
your instructor and jumpmaster.”” McReedy stood in front of 


Falcon’s team looking every bit like three hundred pounds of ~ 


muscle rammed into a hundred pound sack. ‘‘This is your first 
day of instruction in High Altitude Exit—Low Altitude Open 
. -. HALO. There are certain procedyres you must learn that 
differ from standard military parachute jumps. Learn them well. 
Your life depends upon them. You are all no doubt familiar with 
the motto: ‘The air, far more than the sea, is unforgiving of the — 
least mistake.’ That’s a paratrooper’s creed. You can double it in 
spades for HALO. Let me briefly run through what HALO is all 
about.’’ 

McReedy changed position slightly, balanced lightly on the 
balls of his feet, shod in spit-shined jump boots. He: wore 
bloused, tailored, stiffly starched fatigue trousers above them, a 
green T-shirt and the ubiquitous blue baseball cap, a pair of 
silver jumpmaster wings fixed to it above the bill. He raised the 
fingers of one hand and began to tick off points. 

“You will have an altimeter and compass attached to the top 
of your reserve. You will have breathing apparatus, consisting of 
an oxygen bottle and mask. You will use a Para-commando 
*chute, which is only slightly larger than the military T-ten 
canopy. It has two blank gores and steering knobs that allow for 
forward and sideways maneuvering without slipping your risers. 
If you want to slip to the rear, you will still have to reach up and 
draw down on the rear risers. 
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“Now, in addition to the usual jump commands, there are two 
more. The first is an altimeter check. The jumpmaster will be 
given the setting of the aircraft’s altimeter and each member of 
the stick will call out that figure and set his altimeter accordingly. 
The second is a breathing apparatus check. Valve, mask and air 
flow will be tested and the results sung out. 

“‘The red light comes on ten minutes earlier than normal. That 
is to allow for all preparatory procedures. Your descent will be 
from somewhere in excess of thirty thousand feet. When the 
green light comes on, you take the standard exit position in the 
door. Only you don’t try to sit on the prop blast like in a normal 
exit. Immediately you exit the aircraft, roll over on your ‘belly 
and begin to swim. That’s right, swim. A regulation Australian 
crawl has been proven to be the best. Continue to swim until you 

. feel wind resistance against the palms of your hands and your 
torso. At that time, assume the position and stabilize. Now you 
are flying. You've all logged freefall jumps, so you know about 
the spread-eagle stabilizing position. From here on you proceed 
in the same direction of flight as the aircraft, which will continue 
on course toward the DZ. 

“Once you achieve visual recognition of the target, you make 
whatever course alterations are necessary to maintain your 
approach.’’ McReedy paused a moment and noted that his pupils 
listened raptly to every word. Good. They were pros and he 
appreciated that fact. ‘‘Once again, this is done in the usual 
skydiving manner, by lowering an arm and raising the opposite 
leg. If you happen to be lucky enough to wind up directly over 
the DZ, you will immediately begin to circle while your descent 
continues. Eventually, if everything goes right, the entire stick 
will be spiraling in toward the DZ. When your altimeter reaches 
eight hundred feet, AGL, you will deploy your canopy.” 

“Eight hundred feet?’ Liam O’Quinn inquired with an 
incredulous gulp. ‘‘Don’t leave much time for mistakes.’’ 

**Exactly. That’s why you do it right . . . every time. From the 
time you pull the D-ring of your rip cord, the rest of the descent 
is according to regulation. By using the steering knobs you can 
come in for a perfect standing Janding. Are there any 
questions?”’ 

_ “That’s all?’’ Ritchie Wakely blurted out. ‘It sounds so 
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simple.”’ 

“‘It is, Lieutenant, ** the jumpmaster returned siabiigh a grin. 
“Until you try it. That’s why we will make two high altitude 
jumps a day for the next week. Fourteen HALOs under your 
belts should give you a passable chance at finding your target 
and getting there in one piece.’’ 

“What if you have a malfunction after salting?" Jack 
Galchaser inquired. 

**All things being equal, you won't. You check your oh-two 
bottle when it is issued and again in the plane. Unless you give it 
one terrific beating, if it worked the first time it will work during 
the jump. In the event it doesn’t, all you can do is try to: 
hyperventilate and keep alive until you reach more oxygen-rich 
- altitudes. You might find that hard, because it’s cold up there, 
About minus fifty degrees. 

“In a HALO jump, the equipment check isn’t a mere.routine 
to make sure your static line is free and hooked up in the proper 
manner. Everything is checked and rechecked. If a:piece of 
equipment comes loose or begins to work loose, secure it 
immediately, Failure to do so could result in being lashed into 
bloody shreds, or pulled off target far enough to never link up, 
or any number of nasty problems.’’ Manuel Rivera winced at his 
words. The jumpmaster went on. ‘‘We’ll go over to the rigging 
loft and Pll show you the 'chute you'll be jumping: The first 
exercise is scheduled for eleven hundred.”’ 

“So scon?’’ Malpractice McCorkel asked in a tiny voice. He 
sincerely wished for a long pull on a brandy bottle. 

At ten hundred hours, the team assembled in a large hangar 
for the equipment issue prior to suiting up. MSG. McReedy. 
handed out the items, naming them off as he did. 

‘Thermal longjohns. You’li need ’em. To be worn under your 
uniform. Thermal jumpsuit. To be wom over your utility pants | 
and shirt. Make sure all zippers are secured. Now, the Para- 
commando ’chute pack and T-Seven-A reserve. You will notice 
that the harness is slightly larger in all dimensions. This will help 
get it on over the bulky jumpsuit. But not much. Once you 
engage the fasteners, it will be rough work to cinch the straps 
into position. Make sure there are no pleats in your jumpsuit 
under the bands, just like in a regulation jump. All that padding 
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may look soft, but you'll find out on opening shock if you 
overlooked a crease. 

“‘Now, your breathing apparatus. Secure the mask in position 
-and slightly crack the valve. That’s right. If you hear a slight 
hissing, it is working right. Now tighten the valve. That’s it. Get 
suited up and I'll see you at the aircraft. And ... good luck. 
Chuc ong may man,”’ he added for the benefit of the two 
Vietnamese. 

Malpractice began sweating the moment he wat on the long- 
johns. By the time he had slid into his camouflage uniform, he 
had become drenched and he felt moisture puddling in his boots. 
God, when he put on that jumpsuit, he’d melt and run away. ~ 
Already he felt a little light-headed in the sweltering tropical heat 
at the jungle airfield. Clumsily he crawled into the bulky thermal 
gear. Now to ’chute up. 

Uh... that is if he could get the fhirness Straps to do what his 
suddenly awkward, slippery fingers wanted them to do. The 
thigh strap seemed to leap out of his hand twice before he 
engaged it. All secure in the quick release box. At last. His hands 
’ felt as though he had dipped them in warm water. Sweat dripped 

from his nose and ran into his eyes, stinging and nerve jarring, 
‘ while he struggled with the adjustments. 

All okay. Finally. He waddled out to the taxi ramp feeling like 
a dough ball in an oven. Small consolation, he thought, that the 
others looked equally miserable. 

McReedy greeted them, all smiles. ‘“To avoid attracting any 
unwanted attention, you will be jumping with a stick of our 
regular students. ARVN rangers on their first HALO. Your 
target is the big white ‘X’ in the center of the fied. Naturally all 
traffic is halted until the descent is completed. Board the aircraft 
and make ready.” 

John Snow squirmed his way into the most comfortable 
position that space and his huge frame would allow. He passed a 
quick glance over the two sticks of jumpers and then, as he 
invariably did on every jump, fell into a deep sleep. The first 
engine hadn’t even fired up. True to his placid, taciturn nature, 
his dreams were peaceful ... 


.- “You've been dreaming again,’’ Lillian Snow told her 
young son while she stroked his hot, moist forehead. The unruly 
shock of his black hair hung down, almost obscuring one eye. 

**Yes. About the stars. Oh, Mother, some day I am going 
there and write all about them.”’ The eleven year old gazed at his 
parent with large, serious gray eyes. 

“Oh, nonsense, John. Only the Nazis had those awful rockets 
and now, thank goodness, they are no more. Traveling to the 
stars is sheer fantasy. Go back to sleep, dear.’’ 

**Yes, Mother.’’ 

After the lights had been put out and his mother left the room, 
John didn’t do as he had promised. Instead he slipped quietly 
out of bed and padded barefoot to his closet. From it he took a 
telescope and went to the window. Carefully he removed the 
screen. He set it aside and adjusted the tripod of the small glass 
he had purchased with his allowance. Then he sat on the floor 
cross-legged and peered into the eyepiece at the image on the 
objective lens. Clad only in pajama bottoms, he studied in 
fascination each star of Orion, then switched to ~other 
constellations. Through the long hours of the night, he followed 
the procession across the sky and he seemed not to notice the 
chill, damp breeze that brushed his bare skin. : 

John continued his interest in astronomy and writing and, at 
thirteen, sold his first piece to a small magazine for amateur 
astronomers. By then he had also discovered the books written 
about the heroic actions of World War Two. He read them 
diligently, attempting to interpret the military symbols on tactical 
situation maps and thrilling to the exploits of Chesty Puller, 
Georgie Patton, Merrill’s Marauders and the dashing pilots of 
the Army Air Corps. His interest in the stars began to wane. 
When he entered high school, he signed up for the Reserve 
Officer Training Corps. 

**So you have taken ROTC,’’ his mother inquired, her soft 
hint of Southern accent making her mention of the organization 
sound like a condemnation. A widow, she had always tried to 
devote extra time to her three children, though she could hide 
from no one that John, her middle one, was her favorite. Like- 
wise, she utterly abhorred anything to do with the military. Her 
husband had died at Anzio. 
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“I certainly hope you are not neglecting your physical well- 
being for this, ah, unusual choice.” 

**On, no, ma’am. I’m taking gym, too.’ 

“Very well. And, I suppose it might be good for you to learn 
first-hand how the regimented condition stultifies an agile 

mind. 29 

Wise from years of lost arguments, John didn’t even attempt 

to express his own opinion. Then, when he was graduated in the 


*. position of Cadet Colonel, the top student position in the 


’ county-wide Army ROTC program, he came his nearest to an: 
unpleasant scene with his mother. 

“I am going to join the Army, Mother,’”’ John announced a 
week following the ceremonies. ; 

: "You'll do no such a thing!’’ Lillian Snow snapped. ‘‘Why, 
the very idea. I’ll not hear of it. You . . . you astound me, John. 
- And you hurt me. You of all people should know how unutter- 
ably: cruel the military service can be. It robbed me of a 
‘husband’s love and . . . and you of a father’s support and care.”’ 

*‘I seem to have grown up all right without it,’’ John returned 
coldly. It was the first open defiance of his single parent that he 
. had allowed himself. But his studies in ROTC had swayed him. 

_He found ‘he loved the smell of gun oil and webbing gear, of 
long, dusty hikes through the fields of Missouri and the sense of 
accomplishment when an intricate piece of close order drill went 
off perfectly. 

**Oh! Oh, Johnathan!’’ Lillian burst into tears. 

‘Please, Mother. Please don’t cry. It’s just . . . well, maybe I 
want to do something for my country . . . like my father did,”’. 
he offered defensively. ‘“‘It’s . . . what I've got to do.’’ 

At seventeen and a half, John was able to enlist without his 
parent’s permission, which he did.-There were more recrimina-. 
tions and floods of tears. Yet, at last, on the day before he 
reported for basic training, his mother seemed rind to, if not 
accepting of, his decision. 

For weeks afterward, though, John’s dreams had been dis- 
turbed and he would be jerked awake by the image of his 
mother’s grieving face... 
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« “Red light, John.’’ Falconi’s hand on Snow’s shoulder 
and his shouted words jerked the team sergeant awake. 

Their first jump went badly, though not unusually so for a 
first HALO. It took an hour to round up all the team and return 
them to the field. McReedy critiqued their performance while 
they sat and sweltered in their thick, sodden clothes. When the 
parachutes had been repacked, Falconi gathered the team outside 
the aircraft for their second try. 

This time it went better. In a few minutes under mae an hour, 
everyone had been returned. 

“I feel like a lobster in a big kettle,”’ Liam O’Quinn 
complained. 

“My people used to use a sweat lodge to purge evil from their 
systems,’’ Jack Galchaser contributed. ‘‘But I never heard of 
them carrying the lodge along on their backs.”’ 

‘“What are you guys bitchin’ about?”’ Culpepper chimed ‘in. 
‘Man, this is great. That flyin’ up there is out of this world. And 

. hey, look at me. I’m Falcon’s blackbird.”* 

**Tomorrow,’’ McReedy promised them, ‘‘after your third - 
jump, you'll start practicing getting out of all this gear and police 
up the DZ.”’ 

‘*Tomorrow!"’ Malpractice exclaimed in'a wounded tone. 
‘““Why didn’t we do that today? I think I’ve got water wrinkles 

_ On my rear end.’’ : 

**You’ll survive. That's all for now, kiddies.’’ 

Head high, cap at a jaunty angle, McReedy strolled off in an 
arrogant roll. 

**We're running a night op immediately after chow. Be ready 
for it,’ Falcon told them. He walked toward the cab of their 
truck musing over Culpepper’s remark. He might ‘have been 
joking, but it had a ring to it. 


After five days of parachute training, followed by as many 
night-time tactical-operations, everyone on the team fell into bed 
in a numbed state that resembled hypnotic trance. No one 
snored, few moved in their sleep. Not until Uncle Ho’s willing 
slaves in the South decided to serenade Tan Son Nout with a 
rocket attack. 
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Loud explosive cracks from air bursts of rockets and the 
rippling crumps of detonating mortar rounds brought the team 
members out of their sodden slumber. John Snow dressed first, 
grabbed his M-16 and stepped out onto the parade ground at the 
MACYV annex. Falcon met him there. 

“‘Charlie’s playing games again.’’ 

“*Yeah. Think they'll send us over there, Falcon?”’ 

“Not likely. Form the-troops up anyway, while I go check with 
the brass hats.’ ; 

Men had begun to spill from the barracks building by the time - 
Falcon walked away toward the operations center. His troop 
sergeant put them in ranks and explained what he knew. Liam 
O’Quinn headed for the supply room to issue ammunition. 

Falcon found the lieutenant colonel in charge of SOG 
operations in a dimly lighted office, talking on the telephone. 
When he finished he turned to the young captain. 

- “Falconi, you and the othér teams will be on stand-by only. 
The security office at Tan Son Nhut says they find no indication 
of infiltrators on the base. Looks like another of these hit and 
run deals.” 

“*Yes, sir. My team’s ready to move out now. What say we do 
‘a little perimeter security . . . just in case?’’ 

**Good idea. See to it.” 

“Yes, sir,’’ Falconi replied. 

“One more thing,”’ the colonel declared while he slid open the 
bottom righthand drawer of his desk. ‘‘I don’t want to see your 
men out of uniform anymore.”’ 

‘“What?”’ Falconi began, totally puzzled by the remark. “I - 
don’t understand, sir . 

The SOG officer placed a shoe box on his desk, a wide grin 
spreading on his face. ‘This is for you and your team, Captain.” . 
_ Falcon opened it. Inside were dozens of unit insignia patches’ 
designed for both dress uniform and camis. The former featured 
three striking colors. It depicted a black bird. of prey, its beak 
open like the ‘‘Screaming Eagle’? emblem of the 101st Airborne 
Division. The bird’s wings extended proudly and it held a yellow 
sword in one talon and a bolt of red lightning in the other. 

“The insignia is unofficial, of course,’ the colonel explained. 
“‘No sweat. A lot of units stationed here have unauthorized 
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insignia that are probably produced locally in Saigon. The brass 
doesn’t mind because it helps to boost morale. God knows, we 
need that here. What do you think?’’ 

“Black Eagles?’’ Falcon inquired. For a moment he wondered 
if he had a psychic on his hands in the form of Calvin Culpepper. 

“‘Black like the night and the silent, stealthful shadows. Black 
is the traditional color of death itself. Oh, tell Sgt. Culpepper not 
to be offended. As a matter of fact, he helped me come up with 
the name for your outfit. All those imitations of Sam Spade in 
The Maltese Faicon. Then that remark he came up with the other 
day about being, ‘Falcon’s blackbird,’ sort of capped it off. We 
thought you’d feel uncomfortable with ‘the Black Falcons’ as a 
title for your team.’’ 

“Vd also get sick and tired of hearing Humphrey Bogart 
imitations all the time,’’ Falcon replied through a grin. : 

‘‘Well, the eagle was chosen because it’s a symbol of the 
American fighting spirit,’’ the SOG officer continued. ‘“You're 
from the Fifth Special ‘Forces, so I won’t explain the significance 
of tlie sword and lightning bolt.’’ 

Falcon nodded his approval. 

**As to a motto, you'll have to work that out yourselves. 
Tomorrow morning, you issue these patches to your men. Tell | 
them that they’re an elite fighting unit, unlike any in Vietnam. 
They’re the Black Eagles.’’ 


“Horny, you will go with Lt. Wakely and half the team,’’ 
John Snow instructed, anticipating Falcon’s intentions. ‘“When 
the cap’n gets back, we’ll take the other half. If anything is going 
to happen here, it will come from the dark area over along the 
fence. Falcon will want you to cover that, while we form a sort 
of flying squad.” 

‘‘What about the other teams?’”’ Wakely miguired: 

Snow offered one of his rare grins. ‘You know how Falcon 
operates, sir. Whatever happens, the other teams will be 
following our lead.’’ 

Park and Olobong came back from the supply room, followed . 
by O’Quinn. The three men carried bandoliers of ammunition 
and a case of grenades. 
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**Ready to move out when you are, sir,’ Snow told Wakely. 


With quick, quiet efficiency, Ritchie Wakely positioned his 
men among the darkened buildings at the edge of the large 
exercise field and parade ground. That gave them advantageous 
fields of fire toward the fence area, he thought with satisfaction. 
- But, what the hell? At the worst, the troops are going to lose 

what few hours sleep remained and never see an enemy. With the 
attack focused elsewhere, they would waste their time on stand- 
by. - 

From the distant darkness Wakely thought he saw some 
furtive movement. He concentrated his gaze on the suspected 
area. Nothing. He turned aside and started off on an inspection 

- of his position. Again his peripheral vision caught motion. A 
' whole lot of it. 

Stand-by, hell! he thought excitedly. There’s a whole herd of 
VC pouring in through a big hole in the fence over there. He put 
his hand on the young Filipino’s shoulder and whispered tensely. 

**Corporal Olobong, go find Remington and tell him the Cong 
_ are entering the compound through a hole in the fence.’’ Quickly 
he moved among his men, repeating the same message. ‘“‘Hold 
your fire. Wait until you get a clear shot.” 

From above he heard the feathery zipper sound of an 
incoming mortar round. Well, he considered anxiously, he was in 
the shit now. Right up to his ears. Sgt. Culpepper held an M-79. 
Wakely crouched beside him, thinking rapidly. 

“Lob a blooper round out there and see what happens, Sam.”’ 

“Gotcha, Junior.”’ 

Culpepper’s M-79 gave its characteristic s¢hunk-bang! 
detonation and a 40mm projectile sped from the muzzle. It struck 
the fence a foot above the opening and exploded. The flash 
momentarily illuminated the scurrying VC and four screaming 
men who writhed on the ground with shrapnel wounds. 
Immediately Wakely’s section opened up. 

Half a dozen Cong dropped, to Wakely’s great satisfaction. 
He took hurried aim, fired and missed. Suddenly the form of a 
short man in black pajama suit and conical straw hat leaped in 
front of him. Wakely swung the muzzle of his M-16 toward the 
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1arling face and squeezed the trigger. 

The little Cong seemed to spring backward. Only his top half, 
10ugh, as the sizzling slugs from Wakely’s assault rifle shattered 
‘eth and deflected upward through the roof of his mouth. 
ithers lambasted his chest. The shock-of the high-velocity 
ullets jellied brain tissue and blasted out the back of his head. 
he Charlie, a youth of seventeen, fell dead at Wakely’s feet. 

“Hey! I got him. I really got him!’’ Ritchie Wakely didn’t 
valize he had shouted his thoughts aloud. He did know, though, 
tat he had his weapon on full auto and quickly turned the 
‘lector switch to slow fire. He then discovered that the VC had 


ome in entirely too close and had to reverse his action, like the _ 


cperienced members of his section had already done. 
With the M-16 again on full auto, he sent a scything stream of 


.56mm slugs into a charging wave of Viet Cong. Two aaaar 


nd fell. By God, this was all right! 


Culpepper’s M-79 firing told Falcon about the infiltrators a 
ioment before Olobong found him. Four mortar rounds 
uttered into the enclosure and exploded in dust and noise. 


**Andrea,’”’ he instructed Capt. Thuy, ‘“‘take half of the men 


nd go around the buildings on the right. I'l take this side. We 
ant to flank Charlie and set up a cross-fire. Grab some bodies 

‘om Dan Sellers’ team on the way.’’ 

Andrea’s eyes gleamed. ‘“Yesss. We can get them all.’’ 

“Lt. Wakely has engaged the enemy, sir,’’ Olobong told 
alcon unnecessarily. 

“Good. Tell him to keep his head down and hold them until 
e get there.”’ 

Grinning crookedly, Falcon loped off, his section 
utomatically spreading out behind him. This was it. The 
timate test against deadly odds. And coming out first at that is 
. What he liked the best. What he did the best. 

“‘Hey, we’re under attack,’’ men from several other teams 
led to him. - 


“Come on and join us. We'll kick those gooks’ asses all the 


ay back to Hanoi.” 
A bright, white illumination flare popped over the area that 
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contained the Viet Cong and a machinegun opened up from a 
’ guard tower. Falcon strained his legs to drive him forward faster. 
He wanted a piece of this action. : 


Muc Tran Lien marveled at the gifts of fate. A year ago he had 
been a common soldier in ARVN, serving at Ben San Station. 
Now he was a captain in the NLF Army. He felt confident of the 

. work his men would do this night. . 
The diversion at Tan Son Nhut had been carefully planned. 
_ For months the ranking staff of the Viet Nam Cong San had 
- been receiving information about highly secret, elite units 


--. attached to MACV. They didn’t know the purpose, yet the very 


existence of such small tactical units posed a danger. At last the 
- order had come to eliminate them. Wreck their base and kill as 
many Americans as possible. He had been given the inestimable 
honor of leading the expedition. Captain Muc thanked the good 
fortune that had prompted him to desert the cause of the South 
and join his comrades in the liberation struggle. He waited at his 
command post, located in an untended grove of rubber trees, 
and visualized the havoc his men would be creating among the 
lazy, decadent Americans. 

“Comrade Captain,”’ a panting messenger hailed him. 

**Yes, over here.”’ 

‘Comrade Captain, the comrade section leaders sent me to 
inform you that we are taking heavy casualties. The infiltration 
was discovered too soon and there is stiff resistance. What are 
your orders?” 

**Tell them to hold. I am sending in the reserve. And coming 
with them,’’ Muc added. 

Dark thoughts filled his mind. When he and Lao had deserted 
they first went to their home villages. A month later, a NLF 
cadre had spoken about the world struggle to liberate the 
oppressed masses. He had listened with particular care. A few 
days after that, he had approached Mr. Tam and asked to join 
the army of liberation. After confessing his error in serving the 
running dogs in Saigon at a self criticism meeting and answering 
in detail all he knew of the operation of ARVN, he was made a 
sergeant due to his past military experience. On four occasions, 
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he recalled with pride, he had distinguished himself in attacks on 

strategic hamlets. He had been rewarded with promotion to . 

lieutenant. Then, in April of this year, when he had been 

instrumental in swaying the loyalties of some officers and NCOs 
among the 5,483 soldiers in Ben Tre province who deserted to the 

NLF and helped the people destroy their own strategic hamlets, 

he had been jumped to captain. Now he had a chance to gain 

further recognition and advancement. . 

- “Comrade Captain,’’ another messenger addressed him. “Our 
losses are becoming enormous. Lt. Phan’s compliments, sir, and 
-he wishes permission to withdraw.’’ 

“‘No. We will prevail, comrade soldier. Go back to your 
lieutenant and tell him that. Help is on the way.’’ 


Another Viet Cong threw away his AK-47 and flopped on the 
ground fifty yards in front of Sgt. Park Chun Ri’s blazing M-16. ~ 
- These are fellow Orientals, he thought in silent agitation. We 
should be on the same side. : 

No, reason told him. Look at the situation in Korea. North ~~ 
versus South. Wherever the malignancy of Communism went, it 
turned brother against brother, father against son. The end result 
would always be the same. Slavery for the people, not liberation. 
He had volunteered for the army in the days prior to the invasion 
from the North. He had served with distinction and remained 
after the cease fire. He believed in the Korean brand of American 
democracy and was willing to fight and die for it. These little 
men he killed were no different from the underground guerrillas 
at home. They used other methods, more direct and open, yet 
their goal was the same. They wanted to conquer, dominate, and 
., enslave all the people of Asia. The hordes would not be satisfied 
until the entire world fell under the tyranny of Communist rule. 
- Park caught a glimpse of another Cong trying to get around his 
blind side. A short burst from the M-16 knocked the enemy off 
his feet. A scrabbling noise to his left caught Park’s attention. 

What was that? 

Again the sound came. Inside that supply shed, he estimated. 
*“O’Quinn ... Olobong ... over here,’” he summoned in a 
harsh whisper. ‘‘In that shed.’’ With quick jabs of his finger, he 
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indicated his plan. 

Swiftly the three men closed in on the supply building. Park 
entered first. 

Three Viet Cong, caught in the act of setting an explosive 
charge, froze and looked at their discoverer. Only one had a 
weapon in his hand. 

Park shot the Cong with the AK. Impact drove the slight Viet 
back against the wall, smearing it with blood. Then an M-14 

exploded from beside him. 
~  O’Quinn’s first slug smashed in the chest of the demo man. 
His deadly charge flew through the air. and bounced off a 
support beam. The burly Marine was changing targets when 
three more Cong rose from hiding, their weapons chattering 
while steel-core Soviet-7.62mm bullets raked the wood six inches 
above Park’s head and chewed up the doorframe beside 
O’Quinn’s right elbow. 

Withering bursts from Xavier Olobong’s M-16 laced the Cong 
trcops from a side window. Immediately, Park opened up. 
Beside him, O’Quinn emptied a magazine into two of the enemy. 

’ Park’s torrent of copper-clad death ripped into first one gook, 
then a second. Bits of uniform and flesh showered the small 
room and the pair danced a grisly waltz to oblivion. 

From the window, Olobong sent the last gooner to Satan’s 
Red Square with a short burst that restored silence in the supply 
shed. 

‘A sappy grin made O’Quinn’s face lopsided. ‘We do good 
work.’* 

“Not much ... but good work,” Park returned. He liked 
Americans and their silly expressions. Maybe that was why he 
enjoyed risking his life alongside them in a war in which his own 
country was not involved. ‘‘We will go get some more.”’ 


Streams of red and green tracers criss-crossed over his head 

_ while Malcolm McCorkel knelt to tend a wounded VC. Wow! 

This is a totally unreal thing, he thought. The team is working 

like we’d been together a year in the bush and we’re taking no 

casualties. An experienced combat medic, Malpractice well 
appreciated the significance of this unusual factor. 


. 90 


When a man felt confident of and comfortable with his team- 
mates, he was free in combat for CYA. A man had time for 
Cover Your Ass when he could trust the guy alongside him to be 
doing the same thing. Heroics and hysterics did not a good 
combat team make. He finished his ministrations and moved on 
to another wounded VC. . ; 

“Toi bi thuong. Xin cuu toi,’’ the pug-faced guerrilla begged. 

“Lie still,”” McCorkel commanded. ‘‘You are hemorrhaging.” 

“Toi khat nuoc,”’ the wounded man pleaded. 

“You'll have to stay thirsty. You’ve been gut-shot,” 
Malpractice returned in Vietnamese. He moistened a protruding 
coil of purplish intestine and covered it with a gauze pad, then 
strapped a field dressing in place. While he worked, the patient 
slowly moved his right hand behind his back and closed 
trembling fingers around the shaft of a long, slender-bladed 
knife. 

He jerked it free and tried to plunge it into McCorkel’s back a 
moment after the medic. had tied the knot. To his misfortune, 
Malpractice was too combat-wise to assume an enemy soldier, . 
regardless of his wounds, would be harmless, 

He saw the movement via the corner of his eye and ducked 
away from the Viet Cong’s knife thrust. The blade missed him by 
more than an inch. Malpractice drew his issue .45 Colt auto while 
the VC tried a backhand slash. 

Muzzle blast singed off the Viet Cong’s eyebrows and crisped 
the skin around the entry wound. Hot gasses, added to 
hydrostatic shock, bulged the would-be murderer’s eyes until one 
popped free of the socket to dangle on his powder-flecked cheek. 
His head seemed to explode and bits and pieces of the ungrateful . 
Cong splattered on Malpractice’s hands, arms and face. 

“Shit. Now I gotta clean up,”’ the medic complained. 


Reeling from the ferocity of the American resistance, the Viet 
Cong fought a desperate withdrawal. Falcon moved about the 
compound, directing fire, checking on his team. None had been 
hit, not even a scratch, he observed in amazement. - 

These bastards are going to fight together like no team ever 
before, he thought with elation. Is this ever a solid unit? He 
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heard a muffled blast from a .45 and looked out amid the 
mounds of Viet Cong dead and wounded. Malpractice knelt 
there, his pistol in one hand. Smoke and dust rose around a VC’s 
head. Much of it was tinged pink. 

They never learned. Victory or death. Worse than the Japs in 
the Pacific twenty years before. At first, following tradition and 
the Geneva Convention, American medical personnel had been 
unarmed. Not so for Special Forces. Every man in the team had 
to be a fighting man first. Gradually all medics in-country had 
taken to carrying a sidearm. Those like McCorkel, with two 
hitches in the Forces, hauled along a rifle as well. Not to mention 
a personal weapon. At an oblique angle, two VC dashed from 
‘shadows created by a small shed. It burst into flame behind them 
an instant before the illuminating flare burned out. Falcon fired 
a spread of five rounds in the dark, eraching their probable 


~ course. 


A voice cried out in pain. Then another ane ignited. Falcon 
saw one of the gooks on his knees, hands pressed to his chest. 
He took aim and blasted the man’s head from his trunk with two 
slugs to the base.of his neck. The other started to run. 

Falcon tracked him. They had been in or near the classroom. 
There was too much critical stuff in there to ever let them live. 
Even as prisoners they could get word out on the intended target 
of the first mission. With calm detachment, he lined up the 
sights. 

One shot, one wasted Charlie. The VC staggered on three 
steps, spun and toppled to the ground, a gout of blood fountain- 
ing from his burst heart, out the ragged exit wound in his chest. 


Without a specific assignment, ‘Andrea had roved wherever she 
thought her added firepower would help. She had downed three 
of the enemy and her satisfaction grew with each kill. Now she 
stalked the medium-built Cong who had hung back, obviously 


’ directing the others. She wanted this guy chanh, or guerrilla 


leader, of the thoat ly, an elite, independent force. Suddenly, she 
found him. 

His face contorted with rage and he menaced her with an 
empty weapon. ‘‘Daughter of the land,”’ he exhorted her. “‘Why 
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do you defile yourself working with these imperialist. lackeys? 
Thrown down your arms and join us in the struggle.”” _- 

“‘Not likely, son of a snake,’’ Andrea returned coldly. 

“You are a betrayer of the masses! A camp-following whore! 
Daughter of a diseased sewer, rat!’’ he screamed on, adding more 
insults. 

“I am an orphan whose parents were killed by the Viet Minh. 
Whose refuge was destroyed by the Pathet Lao, who also raped 
me. All in the name of liberation. You are a traitor and the son 
of a traitor. The excrement of a leper smells sweeter than your 
foul, lying breath. You are going to die in the name of liberation, 
but you will be no martyr. No one will know your name.”’ 

Slowly, deliberately, Andrea shot him in the groin. The man 
squealed like a wounded pig, dropped his rifle and clawed at his 
bullet-savaged genitals. Massive shock blocked out the nerve 
passages and Captain Muc sat down abruptly, stunned and 
immobile. Again Andrea took aim and shot him in the stomach. 
Then she turned the selector switch to full auto and emptied the 
magazine into his face. 

Headless, the ambitious Muc became truly anonymous. 


“There are seven prisoners for interrogation, Falcon,’’ John 
Snow told the team leader. 

**Good. Send them to headquarters.”’ 

Around him the team lounged in casual attitudes. Some of the 
other SOG team members joined the circle. They had all fought, 
but acknowledged that Falcon’s men had turned the tide. Falcon 
groped in his pocket and produced a cigar. Bent, but servicable, 
he observed. He touched the flame of his lighter to the blunt end 
and dragged deeply. The hot rush of smoke eased his tight-strung 

-nerves. He looked up when Lt. Colonel Paul Stoner approached. 

“Well, your Black Eagles did one hell of a fine job, Falcon,”’ 
the SOG commander began. ‘‘In fact, your team put in the best 
performance of any. Your quick, exacting response to the 
incursion saved this base. I’m putting you all in for a 
commendation. In my book, you’re ready any time.’’ 

“Thank you, sir,’’ Falcon returned. _ 

“Black Eagles, huh?’’ Culpepper interrupted. ‘‘Where did 
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that come from?’’ 

“*] was saving it for tomorrow,’’ Falcon explained, “but now 
seems a good time. Col. Stoner here came up with the name and 
a shoulder patch to go with it. He credits you with giving him the 
idea, Culpepper. You and your Sam Spade imitations.” 

The tall, black soldier’s face went blank. ‘‘Be damned.” 

_ “No doubt, Sergeant,’’ the colonel inserted. ‘‘Given enough 
time.”’ 

“They’re a great team, Colonel,’’ Falcon inserted. ‘‘The 
commendation will look good in their service records. Now, after’ 
we complete HALO exercises and run a few more night ops 
...? A loud groan rose from the assembled team. ‘‘We might 
be ready to take on Charley in his own backyard.” 


SEVEN 


Soft voices and the clatter of thin china mingled with the muted 
Oriental music in the main dining room of Gen. Song’s pleasure 
pagoda. The general was not with these guests, however. He sat 
alone in a special room, his face sardonic in the flickering lights 
of a bank of television monitors. The dinner party was being 
given for Tran Nam Trung, of the People’s Revolutionary Party. 
The guests were blissfully unaware of what went on in other 
parts of the old stone building. According to the general’s 
information, Tran Nam Trung was being groomed for the 
position of secretary-general of the PRP. So far, though, Tran’s 
name did not appear on their rolls as a member, let alone d part 
of the Revolutionary Council. Mentally, Song reviewed Tran’s 
history. . ; 

Born in Quang Ngai province in 1913, he served as a militant 
revolutionary throughout the 30s and 40s, being jailed. several 
times by the French. He fought alongside Ho in the Viet Minh. 
Since 1954 he had been in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 
serving as an officer in the NVA. Indirectly he performed the 
function of a high ranking officer in the Viet Cong and, the 
general suspected with certainty, also fulfilled the duties as 
Hanoi’s political commissar to the VNCS. In the paranoid 
tradition of most Marxist states, no one in the DRV knew what 
* anyone else was doing. 

General Song felt gratitude that after so many years of covert, 
closed-cell operations, Uncle Ho had continued this custom of 
secrecy and insularization. Ho had even encouraged emulation of 
this practice among the ranking civilian and military authorities. 
It had enabled Song to negotiate acquisition of the Soviet 
decoding device and operate it without specific knowledge of it 
reaching other ambitious men in Hanoi. Not even Ho and Pham 
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Van Dong knew of its existence or the reason for his astounding 
success in determining the enemy’s intended actions. Tran Nam 
Trung, the general decided, would definitely bear watching in the 
future. For now, his interest waned and he gave his attention to 
another screen. 

In a private chamber, Col. Ha Van Lau lay back in a 
comfortable chair, his uniform trousers unbuttoned and rumpled 
below his knees, while a small boy masturbated him. The secret 
pederast sipped from a large snifter of brandy and affectionately 
patted the child’s head. Song watched the scene with a feeling of 
deep, abiding disgust. If the high command in Hanoi knew of the 
colonel’s unnatural tastes, they would publicly denounce him 
and no doubt execute him. His position as head of the War 
. Crimes Commission made him extremely vulnerable. Such 
information could be of immense value, Song realized. He 
reached out and flipped the switch that activated the kinescope 
recording equipment. 

“*Yesssss . . . that’s it . . . that’s just right, my precious one,”’ 
Ha Van Lau’s voice murmured through the monitoring 
microphone. ; 

Pervert! Song thought vehemently. With an angry twist of his 
chair, he brought another television monitor into view. One of 
the men who had brought Trang to the pagoda, Nguyen Van De, 
secretary of the Vietnam Labor Youth Union Central 
Committee, lay sprawled naked on a couch. Blue eddies of thick 
opium smoke hung in the still air of the room he occupied. A 
slender, graceful girl of sixteen or so straddled his hips. 
attempting to stuff his semi-rigid staff into the pink-lipped 
opening of her purse of a thousand delights. 

Opium was a curse familiar to everyone in Southeast Asia. 
Nguyen Van De’s addiction would be easily understood.’ At least 
he exercised discretion enough to limit his indulgence to the 
~ frequent visits. he made to Song’s cybaritic nest. On the other 

hand, the girl’s actions were wanton and entirely of her own 
devising. This situation had to be stopped before it developed 
into a matter of lost face. ‘ 

_ Worse, of diplomatic import. Song decided immediately to 
_send security men to the room and remove the girl. Van De was a 

friend, as well as the supplier of much of the youthful workforce 
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at the pagoda. Song felt no sense of betrayal at using his 
knowledge of his friend’s dependence on opium to obtain ready 
laborers. It would be, Song knew through the cooperation of 
Nguyen Van De, and others like him, that he, a mere Major 
General, would be able to rise to take power after the death of 
Ho Chi Minh. 

How he had dreamed of that day. From the early years, 
listening to Ho’s philosophy and his outline for the ideal Marxist 
state, adapted to the unique needs of an Asiatic population, he 
had been inspired to reach for the pinnacle. He saw even then 
that it would take someone of his quick, intuitive intelligence to 
succeed the master. Others had fallen aside, killed by carelessness 
or their own ineptitude, or lulled into lesser positions, in 
themselves dead ends, or been denounced as reactionary or 
counter-revolutionary by ambitious climbers who saw 
obstructions. 

All the while, Song congratulated himself, he had plodded 
along, always the good, reliable soldier with but one goal; 
victory. And what was it that Ho had said he admired most, 
second to intellect and a facile mind? A good, loyal soldier who 
sacrificed all for the liberation of the nation. No word of 
disparagement or disloyalty had ever attached to him. So 
effective had been his public persona that he ran the pagoda with 
utter immunity, Those who knew of it used its facilities to 
indulge themselves. If later they became assertive or advocated 
something at cross-purposes to Song’s desires, they soon learned 
that the walls of the Lotus Garden of Encompassing Delights — 
had not only ears . . . but eyes. 

The same isolation of information that protected the secret of 
his Soviet decoder also insured that; once compromised, these 
men would not confide their newly acquired knowledge to 
others. Song touched a button on the intercom that connected 
him to his chief of security. 

*‘Send two men to the Room of Fragrant Dreams. The girl 
there must be removed from the pagoda and measures taken to 
insure that what she has seen here is not made common 
knowledge.” 

**You mean, kill her, Comrade General?’’ 

“If you can devise some other means, do so. If not... 
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. consider that the last resort.’ 

“Yes, Comrade General.’’ 

He trusted Major Ngo Duy Trinh. As chief of security, the 
man had developed a series of passive perimeter alarms that he 
had assured Song would prove invincible. He had also screened 
potential workers at the pagoda with all the careful detail of the 
Central Committee in Hanoi. As a result, Song felt totally safe. 
He turned toward another screen. A knock sounded before he 
could concentrate on the tangle of arms and legs that presented a 

“spectacle of writhing snakes. 
**What is it?’’ 

‘*A message from the radio room, Comrade General.’’ 

“Come in.” 

Unlike his meticulously neat office, Song’s monitor room had 
a casual clutter that spilled off a small table onto the floor, with 
film cans and empty reels strung along one wall. The electronic 
equipment of his surveillance system filled all available space. 
The young, uniformed soldier stepped inside and saluted 
smartly. 

“The radio officer’s compliments, sir. There is an unusually 
heavy flow of traffic coming in from U.S. naval vessels off the 
coast. Lt. Vinh inquires if you wish to personally supervise the 
interpretation?”’ 

**Yes, I will be right along. Tell Lt. Vinh that.’’ 

Again the soldier saluted and left the room. Song inspected his 
monitoring equipment a final time and then departed. His route 
took him along a narrow corridor that bisected what had once 
been the central area for worship in the pagoda. At the far wall, 
where the hallway ended, he reached out and pulled on a small 
statue with a hinged base. Responding. to the arcane art of an 
architect over two centuries dead, a section of the seemingly solid 
stone partition slid inward and then swung wide to reveal a black 
abyss and the first step of a flight of stairs leading downward. 
Even in those far-off days, the monks had felt the need for 
secrecy, 

Song descended rapidly and reached a narrow passageway 
hewn from the native rock. He went along this at a rapid stride 
toward the radio room. At regular intervals he passed low, solid 
wooden doors. From behind them came the moans of prisoners 
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who had given over to despair or who suffered the pains of 
‘recent interrogation under torture. He paid them no attention, 
his mind concentrating on the marvelous machine that awaited 
him at his destination. 

A masterpiece of Soviet technology, it combined the latest 
state of the art in computer science and the reliable qualities of 
mechanical decoders. Its three detachable units fit on the two 
‘shelves of a four-wheeled handcart. Combined, the parts 
weighed a little over a hundred fifty kilograms. Yet a single man 
could maneuver them easily on the stable, rubber-tired platform. 
Because of the computer, easily the largest of the trio, it could 
work at speeds infinitely faster than the M-209 or other manual 
converters. Actually able to display a translation of the five-letter 
groups faster than fed them, the operator’s rate and expertise 

‘ became the only limit. With it, he would now unscramble the 
messages of the U.S. Seventh Fleet and forward ‘‘estimates’’ of 
enemy activity on to Hanoi based on the content. It would gain 
him even more points with the party hierarchy and further ease 
the way for his ascension to power at that long sought-sfter 
future date. Yes, the incompetent Americans, with the help of 
this miraculous Soviet device, would make him absolute master 
of both Vietnams! 


Z. 


EIGHT 


For three days the weather brooded. Rain fell in torrents and the 
clouds brushed the tops of hundred-plus foot trees. HALO 
training had to be suspended and the team returned to running 
tactical problems. Tempers ran short and Falcon took pride in 
the manner internal squabbles worked out without recourse to 
him as commanding officer. The trying situation served to weld 
the various personalities into a solid crew. Pride in the Black 
Eagles name went a long way toward that, too. At last the storm 
blew away to the north and the final high altitude jumps went off 
without difficulty. 

Clayton Andrews met the Black Eagles on the ground 
following the final jump. He offered hearty congratulations and 
informed the team that a final mission briefing would be held in 
two hours’ time. Falcon led his gang back to the annex, where 
they cleaned up and trooped into the largest classroom. 

“Last minute surveillance photographs have located the 
pagoda at exactly this spot.’’ Clayton Andrews pointed to a hilly 
ridge along the southern slope of the Red River Valley. 
‘Although these were taken from an altitude of thirty-five 
thousand feet, the detail is remarkably accurate.’’ He passed a 
folder of glossy black-and-white prints among the team. 

The photographs showed a large clearing in the dense jungle. 
A spired building, with ornate carvings, stood out in sharp relief. 
A thin line around it indicated a fence and in the wide courtyard 
in front of the old religious structure could be seen several 
parked vehicles. Two were readily identifiable as being of Soviet 
manufacture, a ZIM and a ZIL, sedans much favored by the 
DRV Central Committee. A third, a large truck, appeared to be 


. Of Chinese manufacture. Tiny figures, recognizable only with a 


magnifying glass, stalked the compound, obviously sentries. 
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**You will note the fence. It is tall, chain-link, with two guard 
:owers here and here, covering the front approaches. This small, 
1arrow road that winds up to the top of the ridge is used to bring 
n supplies. There is a rear service entrance gate to accommodate 
rucks. Up to now we have been talking in terms of give or take a 
nile for the exact location. Now we know where it is, though 
that presents its own complications. 

“The nearest spot we can select for the drop zone is here,” 
igain Andrews tapped the map, “‘some eighteen miles away.” 

‘Why is that?’? Junior Wakely inquired. 

“‘That’s hill country. Outside of the valley floor, there’s little — 
lat land. In order to prevent any suspicion, the approach will be 
nade along the flight path usually used by high altitude night- 
ime infrared surveillance aircraft. They fly parallel to the Red - 
River. Since the major traffic in this area is along the valley - 
floor, to land there would put you in instant jeopardy. That 
neans we have to deliver you on the opposite side of the ridge 
ind this is the only place with a large enough clearing to be 
spotted from high altitude.” 

‘What about here?’’ Falcon asked, pointing to another open 
ipace closer to the pagoda. ‘‘That appears to be only some eight : 
dicks away from the target.’ 

“It is. Only there are some small villages along here. Too small 
‘Oo put on a map of this scale, but they are there. Using the point 
elected, west of the pagoda, you can make your approach by 
way of the road that leads to the rear. At least part of it. That’s 
zoing to be important, because when you get on the ground, 
you'll be entirely on your own. There will be no assets to guide 
you.”? 

‘“‘What?”? The exclamation burst from Falcon and three 
veteran Special Forces men in the team. 

“T’m sorry. There is simply no one in the area with whom we 
lave contact. To bring in outside assets would compromise them 
n their own area and could blow the entire operation. And there 
sn’t time to recruit and qualify any locals.’’ 

*“When is this thing scheduled?” 

“The first night the weather over the target clears, Lt. Wakely. 
The information General Song is developing is hurting us. Badly. 
This is so important that the operation order will be given to you 
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at the end of this briefing for any necessary annexes. You will go 
into isolation the day after tomorrow and operations and Met 
briefings will be given at once. From that point on, you can 
expect to be committed any night following.”’ 

“Anything more on Song and what he’s up to?’’ Falcon 
inquired. 

“There’s been a lot of traffic headed his way from Hanoi, 
where we do have reliable assets. Among them some men of 
prominence here in the South. Song is becoming entirely too big 
a figure to ignore. He believes in total war, and if he rises in the 
government, it could mean an all-out effort on the part of North 
Vietnam. Such a development, is counter to current Administra- 
tion policy. Our government does not want a declared war. The 
possibility that this would bring in the Soviets and precipitate 
large-scale conventional war or the use of nuclear weapons is too 
hazardous to toy with. Therefore, the more hawkish elements in 
the NVA, led: by General Song, must be done away with, or 
rendered ineffectual.”’ 

“So we pull the raid, round up the hookers and parade them 
for Hanoi?’’ 

“Sort of, Captain Falconi. With Song terminated, along with 
his key people, a few dignitaries and then an air strike to insure a 
full investigation, he ceases to be a danger to us. And you can be 
certain that the measures then taken by the DRV Central 
Committee will insure no one else can go off power-building on 
their own.”’ 

““Why do we risk our lives cleaning up their dirty linen?’’ 
Andrea Thuy inquired in an icy voice. 

“‘Because Song is clever—damn clever. There is no telling 
when he might make his move to elevate himself to absolute 
power. What is found in the ruins of that pagoda will insure that 
no one can exercise personal initiative to amass a fortune and 
build political influence. It will also deprive the North of the 


- Soviet decoder.’’ 


‘*And make Communism stronger.”’ 
‘‘While preventing the possibility ae total war,’’ Andrews 
countered. 
“I did everything your pgople at Langley told me in order to 
- kill Communists, not help consolidate their power.”’ 
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“And that’s what you will be doing, Captain Thuy.” 

A short silence followed Andrews’ last remark. At last, 
Andrea drew a deep breath and nodded. “I will settle for that 

. for now.”’ 

 erhis will be our last chance to unwind before isolation and 
the mission,’’ Falconi told his team half an hour later. 

“I thought you said that was out,’? Manuel Rivera observed. 

“I did. But I changed my mind. Anyone who wants to make 
an R and R run into Saigon, be on the parade in twenty minutes 
in civilian clothes.” 


**Can you tell me how in hell this happened?’ Lt. Colonel 
Peter Billings demanded of the embarrassed intelligence officer 
standing before him. 

“The message was sent with the proper authorization and in. 
the correct code. Operations evaluated it, as did my section. We 
considered it feasiblé. Although there hadn’t been any enemy 
activity in that area for some while, the possibility of a build-up, 
in light of the information we received from this source .. .”’ 

** ‘This source,’ as you put it, doesn’t know a damned thing 
about this message. How the Cong bastards-broke this code, I'll 
never know. But that’s what happened, Captain. ‘Those men 
were sent out into an ambush. We have to act fast or we lose 
them all. Get out a recall message. Meanwhile, I'll get on the 
horn to MACV headquarters and see if anything can be done 
about the Cong having this code.”’ 


Lightfingers O’Quinn and Manuel Rivera settled for the bars 
along Truman Key. They had two things in mind; liquor and 
women. O’Quinn wanted to hit a Marine hangout, but Rivera 
protested. 

‘‘Naw, man. They aren’t gonna welcome me in there. I'm, snot 
only Army, I’m a Beaner. I know this little place, mostly 
construction workers hang out there. The girls are somewhat 
expensive, cause those guys make three, four times what we do. 
Even so, it’s nice and we don’t hear shop talk.”? _ 

*“What’re they like? These expensive broads?’’ 
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“The best. Young, they speak English, good bodies, love to 
screw. You can get anything you want there.” : 

“And the booze?” 

“Only the best labels. They break the seal right i in front of 
you, too. Those construction pendejos have it made.”’ 

“Okay, we'll give it a whirl.” ; 

They found the place crowded. Noisy, jostling hardhats 
strutted around the room, beer glasses in their hands, metal 
headgear pushed back on their heads. They yelled insults at each 
other, played pool and drank incessantly. Rivera elbowed a path 
to the bar and ordered for himself and O’Quinn. It took a good 
seven minutes before two foaming mugs of beer were set before 
them. ~ 

‘Well, here’s to it,’ Rivera toasted, hoisting his glass. 

**Yeah. I got a feeling this one is going to be a bitch.’’ 

“They all are, or we wouldn’t get ’°em.”’ Rivera downed half 
‘of his brew. 

- A Vietnamese girl, looking all of twelve, though not less than 
eighteen years of age, came up to them. She rubbed one firm, 
pertly up-thrust breast against Rivera’s shoulder. 

“Hi, there. You big construt building man?” 

“That’s me, all right,’’ Rivera returned. ‘‘We'’re on the crew 
extending the runways at Tan Son Nhut.’’ 

“Oh. Cement very hard work.’’ 

“Concrete, honey. Cement is what holds the rocks together in 
concrete.”’ 

“*Ah, yes..Sure. Hokey-dokey. Con-crete, no? You like to go 
up to my room and make jig-jig?’’ She reached out and squeezed 
Rivera’s crotch. Immediately his flaccid organ sprang to life. 

“Sure. Hokey-dokey. How much?”’ 

“In dong or Amer’can money?” 

**You know we can’t spend American money here.’’ 

The girl frowned. Often the construction men engaged in the 
burgeoning blackmarket in American dollars. Only the soldiers 
of the Military Assistance Command were reluctant to spend 
U.S. cash. Maybe they were from the dreaded CID. Rivera 
. immediately realized his slip and worked to cover it. 

“I’ve been in-country too long. They pay us in dong now. 
How much?” 
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“A ousan’ dong.”’ 

“A thousand!’ O’Quinn exclaimed. ‘‘I can get laid anywhere 
in the city for five bucks.”’ 

“I give good time. Roun’ the wo’l, eve’ything. You pay, yo 
get good time.” : | F 

“‘Je-sus. You’re a hold-up artist.”’ 

“I told you the prices were high,”” Rivera countered. ““They 
charge what the traffic can bear. Besides, that’s only about 
seventeen dollars. Good pussy is up to twenty-five in Tijuana 
and we're a long ways from there.’’ 

‘*Yeah, you’re right. You gonna go with this chick?’ , 

Rivera grinned and his face flushed slightly. ‘Uh . . . I think 
so. She’s got a hold on my joint like you wouldn’t believe.;And | 

. hell, I’m ready.’* He rose and started to take the girl by one 
arm. 

‘“*Hey! get your fuckin’ hands off my girl,’’ a burly, six-foot- 
three construction worker bellowed, shouldering thro the 
crowd to where Rivera stood. a 

“Sorry about that. She asked me if I wanted it and I 
do. os 

**Not with her, you don’t. You bitch! You knew I was gonna 
be here tonight. I got an all-nighter owed me, right?” —: 

**You get drunk. Can’t get it up. Go to sleep on me.”’ . 

“Fuck all that! You’re my girl and none of these other slobs 
better ever touch you, hear?’”’ The bull of a. man raised one 
massive hand to strike the diminutive girl. . 

“Don’t do that,’’ Rivera told him quietly. 

“‘Huh? Buzz off, wetback. This is between her an’ me.”’ 

**You hurt her and J’lt kick your ass up between your 
shoulder-blades, gringo cabron.’’ 

A snort of derisive laughter escaped from the powerful 
hardhat’s nostrils. “You? Why you runty li’l greaser sumbitch, I 
‘can squeeze you into pulp with one hand.’’ 

* Rivera kept his voice low, though he rolled his shoulders in 
anticipation and a wild light glinted in his eyes. ““Wrong. Now, 
‘take your hand off her arm and let us go about our business, or 
I'll break it off at the elbow and feed it to you.’ 

“Did you hear that?’ the big man appealed to his fellow 
builders. ‘‘Did you hear this spic asshole!’’ He let go of the 
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whore and threw a short, hard right at Rivera’s head. 

Manuel wasn’t there to receive it. He had taken a step back- 
ward and pivoted to his left, then unleashed a vicious side kick 
that landed an inch below the monster’s navel. 

A loud whoosh expelled the air from the intoxicated man’s 
lungs and he bent over, clutching at his mid-section while datk 
shapes danced before his eyes. 

1. “Go get him, Ham!’ a partisan in the crowd shouted. 
* “Yeah, Don’t let this punk bother you, Ham,’ another 
encouraged. 

Ham charged, arms spread wide. Rivera pivoted away again 
and drove a hammer fist into the back of Ham’s head. Ham 
crashed to the floor. He shook his head once and rebounded 
quickly to -his feet. “You call that tough?’”’ he grunted out. 
“Now I stop playin’ with you.” 

Ham pressed in, delivering a hard right-left combination that - 
landed on Rivera’s chest. The slightly built Chicano staggered 
backward. His opponent wound up a roundhouse that Manuel 
knew would be a feint. When the gigantic right fist snapped a 
few inches forward, he stepped in toward it, rather than bobbing 
to his right, and avoided the kick Ham sent at his groin. Instead, 
Manuel slashed sideways with his open right hand in a shuto 
stroke that struck Ham’s calf and numbed his leg to the toes. 

Immediately Manuel completed his set, lunging forward with a 
teisho palm heel blow that connected with Ham’s mouth. Three 
teeth splintered and Ham spit out the fragments, along with a 
mouthful of blood. He bellowed in rage, sprayed Manuel and 
O’Quinn with crimson droplets and charged again. 

All effort at science had abandoned him. Ham’s arms wind- 
milled and he strove to catch Rivera in a bearhug. The wiry 
Mexican-American suddenly found this amusing. He whipped 
off his sport coat and held it like a capote. 

‘‘Aaaah-haaa! Toro!’’ ; 

At the last instant, before Ham’s grappling arms closed on 
him, he swung the cloth in a blinding motion that distracted the 
big brawler. Ham stumbled, off stride and confused. Then 
Rivera dropped his coat and hammefed the side of his 
opponent’s head with three fast, powerful blows. 

Ham doubled over and slowly rotated to his left. The instant 
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his right kidney became exposed and vulnerable, Rivera trashed 
it with a nakadaka ippon ken middle finger knuckle blow that 
had all the power of his body follow-through behind it. Ham 
sucked in air in a pursed-lipped, high, musical tone and went to 
his knees. 

“‘Sonofabitch! We oughtta get his ass for this!’’ 

**Cool it, youse guys,’’ a calmer and wiser head advised. 
“These boys ain’t roughnecks. They’re some of those Green 
Beanie dudes. Anybody his size who can clean Ham Donnovan’s 
plow can disassemble you or me without raisin’ a sweat.’ He 
turned his attention to Rivera and O’Quinn. “Hey, uh, youse 
guys. This is sorta a construction gang place, you know? I mean, 
we don’t want any trouble with the Army an’ all that. But, when - 
Ham there comes around he’s gonna be mighty pissed off, if you 
gather what I mean.”’ 

“Sorry about that,’’ Rivera replied. ‘“We only wanted to have 
a little fun, kill a few brews. We don’t want to start a war with 
our fellow Americans. I’ve been in here before, you know that, 
Whitey.” 

“Sure. Only then we didn’t know you was with the Special 
Soivices outfit.’’ 

‘*Special Forces,”’ Rivera corrected. 

“Uh ... yeah. Like that. An’, I mean, we like to hang 
together. Some o’ Ham's buddies might take offense.”’ 

“Okay, okay,’ Rivera returned, spreading his hands, palms 
out, in a sign of peace. ‘‘We follow, You all be nice now and we | 
will too. We’re here to win these people’s. hearts and minds, 
right? So we’re gonna leave and see about winning over some of 
their bodies, too.”’ He patted the wide-eyed Vietnamese girl on 
her small, well-rounded fanny. A couple of the hardhats 
chuckled. 

“*Hokey-dokey, Mex. Some other time, huh?’ 

“Sure, Whitey. Some other time.” 

Out on the sidewalk, O’Quinn shook his head in dismay. “‘Je- 
sus! You an’ your gawdamned construction bar. Now let’s go 
find some place that’s got greasy mai-que-lo and good, hot nuoc 
mam. And some three hundred dong pussy.” 


zs * & 


107 


To his surprise, Falcon had little trouble convincing Andrea 
Thuy to accompany him for dinner and dancing. She wore a 
crisp, body-hugging chong-san of black and green silk that set 
off her delicate features and dark hair. He chose the usual — 
American night wear for Saigon: short-sleeved white shirt, loose 
tie, sport coat and slacks. A pair of brown, tasseled loafers and a 
.45 in shoulder leather set off his attire. They drove into the 
heart of town in a jeep. 

‘“‘Where to? How about a drink first at the Caravel?”’ 

‘Fine, Captain Falcon.”’ 

“Unh-uh. Falcon or Robert, okay?” 

‘*All right, ah, Falcon. We are playing civilian tonight, aren’t 
we' ik) 

“That's the ticket. Just two civilians out for a night on the 
town. Uh, where’s your piece?’’ 

“I beg your pardon?”’ she said with mock horror. ‘‘Are you 
_ always so crude?”’ 

“‘Okay,”’ Falcon relented. He rolled his eyes. ‘‘Do you have a 
* gun?’ 

Andrea smiled. ‘‘A three-eighty Beretta in my purse.’’ 

““Good.’’ He grinned, pleased to discover Andrea had a sense 
of humor. “‘Wouldn’t want to break any rules.” 

They pulled up in front of the Caravel Hotel entrance and a 
boy in white jacket and black trouser-uniform took the jeep from 
them. Falcon took Andrea’s elbow and escorted her from the 
curb under the small portico to the entranceway to the bar. The 
inside was thronged with Americans. Falcon caught sight of a 
small table, off to one side, in a darker corner. 

**Looks like our only bet,’’ he advised. 

**We'll take it. Isn’t that Mr. Donnalson of your CBS over 
there?”’ 

**Not my CBS,’’ Falcon protested. ‘‘And I think he’s with 
ABC. How did you get to know him?”’ 

“*He’s very sweet. He interviewed a number of ARVN officers, 
I was among them. He seemed surprised for a woman to hold 
such a post as I then did. When he blurted that out, he blushed 
and became embarrassed. At least he was not one of the ones 
who criticized and found-nothing good.” 

“There are enough of those over here. What will you have?’ 
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1e inquired after she had taken her seat. 

Bright shards of light glinted from the carved crystal wear and 
sconces behind the bar, creating faceted highlights in Andrea’s 
jark, sober eyes. ‘‘Nothing strong. Maybe a glass of wine? 
Chinese, I think. Or something local.’’ 

“You've got it.”” Falcon looked closely at his executive officer, 
1oted the smooth, evenness of her complexion and features. For 
all the past, she remained remarkably unmarred by lines or scars. 
Yet, something seemed out of kilter here. Somehow she gave an. 
air of being off center. ‘You don’t take the amenities of life very 
seriously, do you?’’ he observed, probing for an answer to 
Andrea’s: enigma. 

Andrea cocked her head to one side, her exquisitely molded 
lips pursed slightly. ‘‘No. I never have. Of course, I haven’t had 
much of these amenities you talk of, Falcon.’’ 

‘*What was it like?’? He waved an arm to encompass more 
than the room. “I mean, all of this, before the Americans 
came ” 

“I was a little girl then. During the French occupation. I can 
think of it as nothing else. My family was not part of the Viet 
Minh. Even so, we did not sorrow to see the French being . 
defeated. Oh, the hotels and casinos here in Saigon were said to 
be magnificent. All of the sophistication of Europe. Down here 
was both the rice bowl of Vietnam and the center of culture.” 

“Down here? Oh, that’s right. Your record says you were 
born in the North. What was Hanoi like then?”’ 

“Much like now. Oh, cleaner and gayer, but still taking itself 
too seriously. ‘The Industrial North,’ the French used to call it. 
There was no industry under them. Only a shipping point for 
technology brought in from Europe. Only since Ho Chi Minh 
has there been a buildup of manufacturing facilities and light 
industry.°” 

- “You make it sound like things are better, rather than worse.” 

**Not likely,’? Andrea’s voice had turned cold. ‘‘What they 
make are weapons, bombs, explosives in small amounts. There is 
nothing for the ‘people. Like in any Communist country.’’ 

“Then the South is really the good guys?”’ 

Andrea frowned. ‘‘Not really. I don’t know how to say it. 
Diem and all those around him are corrupt. They are bloody 
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tyrants and they seek ever so much as the Communists to reduce 
everyone to a peasant status and hold them in grinding, 
perpetual slavery, enriching themselves while the rest of us grub 
for barely enough to eat. Diem is going to be overthrown, or 
assassinated, or removed by a victorious Viet Cong. However it 
happens, nothing better will come along. 

“Oh, for a while it might appear so. But power breeds greed. 
Before long the new government will be as corrupt or more so 
than Diem. When . . .”’ She paused when the Vietnamese waiter 
stopped at their table.” 

“‘White wine and a bottle of Tiger beer,’’ Falcon ordered. - 

‘*When,”’ Andrea resumed, ‘‘I went to your country, I could 
- hardly believe all I saw. So much freedom. Why, your news- 
papers and television openly and frequently criticize the highest 
Officials and get away with it. People can travel wherever they 
wish, without papers and government permission. They are 
happy. Clean and well fed. I. . . for a while I dreamed that your 
sort of free republic could be established in Vietnam. I still wish 
for it. Yet, when I returned I knew it could never be. The people 
of Asia are born and nurtured on intrigue, on acquisition and 
betrayal. It has been our nature for millenniums. Nothing from 
the outside can alter that. And ... if ever enough scheming, 
amoral, self-directed people from here invade your country of 
innocents and trusting souls, then God help you all.” 

“But surely, a sustained program of education, of experi- 
mental democracy, of international trust and support .. . ?” 

Andrea made an ugly face. ‘‘Democracy! Don’t ever use that 
word in relation to Vietnam. The peasants reject it out of hand. 
The cynics in the big cities twist and use it, like some radical 
elements of your own society, to destroy the very foundations of 
a stable government. Democracy is government by the lowest 
common denominator. Look at the ‘People’s Democracies’ of 
the Communists. That is politics ina cesspool. Once the ideal 
republic slithers down into the horror of democracy, it is 
doomed. Even if I despair of ever achieving a republic in my 
country, I fear even greater the possibility that we may well 
degenerate into a democracy in the near future.” 

The waiter returned with their drinks. 

**Here’s to the job,’’ Falcon toasted. They touched the rims of 


110 


their glasses. “If you foresee such a da future, why are you 
doing what you do?” . 

Andrea’s eyes narrowed slightly ‘iid her black pupils seemed 
to glow with’ an inner fire. ‘‘Because it gives me a chance to kill 
Comm pags 

The heat of her reply sent an electric jolt down Falcon’s spine: 
“I’m sure the war seems endless.to you.” 

“It is.. There was fighting here a thousand years ago.”” 

. “But some day it will be over. At least our part. Then what? A 
home? Marriage and a family?’’ Andrea shrugged, as though 
totally indifferent. ‘‘Look, Andrea, I admire your competence, 
your total professionalism, and I’1I allow that this is the first time 
I’ve seen you in a social situation. Surely, though, you have . 
another side to your life. What I'm trying to get at is, what 
makes Andrea Thuy run?” 

Loud voices from a tableful of correspondents interrupted 
their conversation and spared Andrea the painful necessity of 
responding. 

‘ “Another Buddhist monk burned himself today,” a florid- 
faced man announced to the others at his table. 

- “Oh, how awful,’’ a brassy-voiced female reporter responded. 
She wore a mannish skirt-suit and low-heeled pumps, with every 
hair of her fading blonde coif securely lacquered into place. 

“‘Awful,”’ the noted television correspondent on her left 
entered. “I think it’s disgusting. What do they think they are 
accomplishing?” 

“Freedom for their people,”? the ruddy complected, obese 
reporter for the New York Times replied. Having broached the 
subject, he felt compelled to lecture on it to his less informed 
colleagues. ‘‘We all know how incredibly corrupt the Diem 
regime is. These poor martyrs are attempting to focus world 
attention on the situation as a means of alleviating it. They are 
true Heroes of the Workers.” 

“I’ve heard that they are agents of the Viet Cong,” the 
woman challenged. 

“‘What if they are?’’ the fat man riposted. ‘‘Frankly I can’t 
help but admire the courageous freedom fighters of the National 
Liberation Front. Their leaders are intellectuals of the first 
magnitude. No matter that most of them don’t speak English. 
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That’s not a prerequisite for enlightenment. Their militant arm, 
the Viet Nam Cong San, like the Pathet Lao and the Viet Minh 
before them, are engaged in an ideological and military struggle 
to bring an end to the repressive methods of an outdated and 

. discredited capitalism and bring about a new age of freedom and 
equality.”” - 

Andrea Thuy’s face had gone deathly pale and her lush lips 
had stretched into a thin, slightly trembling line. Her body had 
become rigid and she canted her head to one side, as though 
listening intently in an effort not to miss a word. Falcon noticed 
this with some trepidation and attempted to make light of the 
biased correspondent’s foolish remarks. 

“*Boy, if he believes that, he also believes in the Easter Bunny 
and the Tooth Fairy.’’ 

She made no response. When the fat man went on mouthing 
praise for the enemies of her country, she rose in a smooth, 
steady motion, glass in hand, and walked toward the offending 
table. The garrulous speaker looked up when she stopped beside 
him. 

**Well,’’? he observed in a loud bray. “Here’s a native. She 
knows what it’s all- about. No doubt you agree with me, eh, 
Miss?”’ 

In frigid tones that rang through the room like the peal of a 
church bell on a winter’s night, Andrea Thuy replied to the 
correspondent while nailing him in place with a spike-hard gaze 
of naked fury. ‘‘My parents were murdered by the Viet Minh for 
no other reason than that they lived in a village selected as a 
terror lesson for the French.”’ 

“Well, ah,’’ the blubbery newspaper man licked suddenly dry 
lips. ‘‘I’m sorry to hear that, naturally. But, extreme evils often 
require extreme measures to overcome them.”’ ; 

“The orphanage I lived in after that in Hanoi was burned to 
the ground after Dien Bien Phu on order of your sweet little 
Uncle Ho. The only home I knew after that, another orphanage 
in Laos, was burned to the ground by the Pathet Lao. They 
raped and murdered the nuns who ran it. I was raped, too. I was 
fifteen.”’ 

“Uh ... certainly there are some isolated incidents of 
abuses,”’ the Times man tried to defend. “‘But over all, these are 
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forces for good, not... 

“Since that time, it has been my privilege to kill the Viet 
Cong.” 

“‘Now see here .. .’’ her antagonist bleated. 

“You are a liar and a subversive: A spreader of enemy 
propaganda who should be expelled from our country.”’ 

Flushing with self-righteous indignation, the heavyset reporter 
started from his chair. Andrea’s hand flashed and the contents 
of her glass hurtled forward to splash in the fuming 
correspondent’s face. 

With an angry roar, he came to his full height and lunged 
forward to strike Andrea. She avoided the blow easily, side- 
stepped out of its path and parried the attack with a palm. Her 
other hand streaked out in a fast panther punch. The second row 
of knuckles of her semi-closed fist rammed into his solar plexus. 
The fat man gasped, eyes bugging from red-rimmed sockets. 

She followed with a snap-kick to his groin, the ball of her foot 
crashing into his genitals hard. Immediately, the reporter bent 
double, a bubbling howl of pain ripping from his protuberant 
lips. A brief, sublime smife-illuminated Andrea’s face while she 
shuto chopped him in the side of the neck and then delivered a 
ruthless elbow smash to the man’s temple. 

His head received more punishment when it hit the table on 
the way down and he lay on the carpeted floor as though dead. 
For a moment, Falconi feared his companion had indeed killed 
the reporter. Her victim’s unconscious body curled reflexively - 
into a fetal ball, his hands clutching his savaged testicles. 

“Christ, Andrea,’ Falcon rasped. ‘‘Let’s get out of here.”’ 

**Just a moment, Falcon,”’ she said sweetly. Andrea turned to 
the other correspondents and spoke with all the aplomb of a 
Park Avenue hostess. ‘‘I am so sorry for this small unpleasant- 
ness. Ordinarily, such outbursts never occur here. But, really, the 
man was such a boor.” 

The frozen moment of stunned disbelief dissolved in the light 
of Andrea’s unruffled rejoinder. Two men pushed back their 
chairs and started to rise. The woman reporter gasped and 
clapped a hand over her mouth. The two men exchanged worried 
expressions. Both had decided they ought to do something, but 
neither wanted to act alone and they couldn’t be certain if they 
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‘‘Why you vicious bitch!’’ a slightly effeminate stringer for 
UPI exclaimed. His eyes darted about for a means of escape 
before more violence could be delivered on them. 

“What do-you want’a do, Pete?’’ one of the men who’d 
begun to rise from his chair asked the other. 

“Rr ... well ...”" the second would-be man of action 
stammered. 

“She must be one of Diem’s secret t police,” a Washington 
Post writer declared. 

‘We can’t let her get away with this!’’ the UPI man cried. ‘‘Do 
something!’ he insisted, although he obviously didn’t intend to 
get involved himself. 

Andrea calmly opened her purse and reached for the Beretta 
inside. 

“Oh, shit,’’ Falconi muttered under his breath. 

He quickly moved between her and the reporters. The two 
journalists who hovered above their chairs gazed up at the hard- 
faced. Special Forces captain and decided to return to their seats. 

“Everybody just sit still and shut up,’’ Falcon ordered 
sharply. ‘“You people need to learn to listen. That way you'll be 
able to make your stories more convincing when you write your 
distortions later.’’ 

‘‘Well,”? the UPI man lisped. “There's: ‘no need to be 
insulting.”’ 

“Does that mean we all agree that this little incident is best 
forgotten and forgiven?”’ 

“Who... are... you?” the female newshound asked. 

“The name is Wayne,’’ Falconi lied. There was no reason to 
tell them who he really was and a number of reasons not to. 
‘John Marion. Now, my advice to all of you is to mind your 
manners a little better. You are guests in this country and your 
press credentials don’t give you as much immunity as you. 
think.”’ 

**Is that a threat?’’ someone demanded. 

“It’s a pearl of wisdom,’’ Falcon replied with a shrug. ‘‘I cast 
it in the hope that one or two of you might not be swine after all. 
If you want to do an honest job of reporting, get out of this bar 
once in a while, go out in the countryside and see what is going 
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on. No one in this affair can be called noble. Particularly that 
adjective doesn’t apply to the Viet Cong. Talk to the survivors 
from villages destroyed by Charlie for the offense of failure to 
deliver food and recruits on demand.”’ 

The unconscious man groaned. Falconi glanced down at him 
and added, “‘Your fat friend, who sounds like he got on-the-job 
training working for Pravda, doesn’t seem to understand that 
people who offer real freedom don’t kill other people for not 
cooperating enthusiastically enough in their ‘liberation.’ Equality 
does not come from the muzzle of an AK-forty-seven.”’ 

* Falcon took Andrea by the elbow and steered her back to their 
table. 

“And you can quote me on that,” he called over his shoulder, 
although he was certain none of them would. 


Dinner provided a pleasant contrast to the scene in the Caravel 
Bar. Falcon ordered saki and they sipped the heated rice wine 
from tiny porcelain cups. Their waiter brought a plate of 
imperial rolls and they dove into the succulent dish with the 
gusto of starving teenagers. Deftly, with eight months experience 
in-country, Falcon wrapped a crisp-fried rice-paper package of 
crab meat, shrimp and pork in a strip of bok choy and dipped it 
in the shallow dish of vinegar and sesame oil, flavored with garlic 
and dried red peppers. 

He and Andrea munched silently through two each of the 
delicate treats. ‘‘Fantastic,’’ Falconi remarked after a sip of saki. 
“The best I’ve ever had. I’m glad you suggested this restaurant. 
Do you come here often?’’ 

‘‘Small talk, Falcon? Or are you probing what makes Andrea 
run again?”’ 

“‘That wasn’t tactful of me, I admit. But, you’re a gorgeous 
woman, Andrea. All I’ve seen so far is the military side. 
Including the smooth way you decked that schmuck from the 
New York Times.”’ : 

‘“What is this... ‘schmuck’?” 

Falcon flushed slightly. ‘‘Well, ah, I'll explain it this way. A 
putz is a small boy’s penis in Yiddish. A schmuck is a putz with 
hair.” 
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Andrea laughed delightedly. ‘“‘How fitting. Though I do 
suspect our 7imes man is more putz than schmuck.’’ 

**You really did come unglued back there.”’ 

“I... 1 can’t help it. I live constantly with my past and it is 
most unpleasant. But for tonight, I promise I will try to put that 
aside. In a few days we will be in the North and I can exact a 
little more payment for my—how do you say it, 
lopsided?—life.”” . 

“‘That’s a deal. And I really did mean it when I said you are 
lovely.’’ His hand touched hers lightly and she didn’t pull away. 
Her smile warmed him, the glow expanding from deep in his gut. 
The waiter approached with two flaming skewers of mai-que-lo 
beef. 

The Vietnamese style barbecue went well with the Japanese 
wine. Falcon began to wonder at Andrea’s appetite when the 
main courses arrived. First, shrimp, pork and chicken in a clear 
noodle soup, followed by duck ‘in a hot clay pot and ground 
- pork and lemon grass, accompanied by heaping bowls of rice and 

lots of spicy-hot nuoc mam fish sauce. Falcon, always a spare 
eater since childhood, felt uncomfortably stuffed by the time 
they were served a dessert of longan nuts in a thick, sweet syrup. 

“Do you always eat like this?’”’ he inquired, wondering how 
someone so tiny could put. away so much food. 

“I do on the eve of a mission. Call it nerves . . . or maybe an 
attempt to capture a little of the nice side of life. Where to 
now?”’ 

‘I need a couple of hours of dancing to wear oo this enor- 
mous meal. Are you game?”’ 

Andrea’s eyes softened and her glance spoke eloquent essays 
about her meaning. ‘For anything you suggest, Falcon.” - 

At the colorful Imperial Club, their dance postures grew 

’ closer, more intimate, with each turn on the floor. Falcon sipped 
at tall, slender glasses of scotch and soda, while Andrea stuck to 
white wine. He smoked a cigar and she wrinkled her nose at the 
aroma. 

‘*Havanas. We can get them here,”’ Falcon stplained: 

“Trading with the enemy?’’ Andrea inquired mischievously. 

“Sort of. Second hand, though. I buy them in a Saigon 
tobacco shop. Good quality and they last a long time in the 
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bush.” : 

“‘How’s that?” 
“*¥ always take a couple of boxes with me. Smoke them at our — 

base camp. Let’s dance again, shall we?’’ 
“Gladly. And... then ...?” 


With a soft, sighing whisper, the rich silk chang-san slipped 
from Andrea’s shoulders. She stepped out of its clinging folds 
and faced Falcon wearing a thin, white slip. He had already 
removed his shirt and paused now to take in the loveliness of her 
firm, slender body. The small room they had rented in a 
backstreet hotel was illuminated by a frugal twenty-five watt 
bulb, suspended on a green and yellow braided cord from the 
water-spotted ceiling. The sagging bed, by which they stood, 
sported antique brass head and foot rails and seemed to beckon 
to him. He drew a deep breath and began to unfasten his belt. 

“Let me,’ Andrea requested. She stepped forward and knelt 
before him. Her hands slipped the buckle and undid the top 
button, then she slowly drew down the. zipper. She let the 
trousers fall and gazed intently at the large swelling in his green 
military boxer shorts. Quickly she tugged at the abbreviated legs 
and slid the elastic top down his lean, bronzed body. A second 
later, his urgent, insistent erection bobbed in front of her face. 
_ She marveled at its size, so different from Vietnamese men she 
had known. The sleek, long shaft curved slightly upward and she 
could barely encompass the thick base with her questing fingers. 
She began to stroke it, desire welling up from deep within her. 

“So wondrous ... so beautiful,”’ she whispered. Falcon’s 
fingers entwined in her lustrous black hair. He gasped when she 
impulsively leaned forward and nuzzied the blunt, sensitive tip 
with her cheek. Her lips formed a delicious pout and she ardently 
kissed his swollen organ. 

Then she slowly rose and drew the slip over her head. She wore 
only a brief pair of matching white panties. These she shed 
dexterously and embraced the naked figure who towered over 
her. She placed her cheek against his broad chest and her tongue 
flicked out to lick one hardening nipple. 

Falcon picked her up and carried her to the bed. He laid her 
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gently on the turned-back sheets and settled himself beside her. 
His fingers traced spirals around the puffy areolas of her up- 
thrust breasts, centering at last on the rigid nipples. He squeezed 
. and teased them until she gasped with sheer joy. Then his lips 
replaced his hands and with the fingers of one, he progressed 
down her firm, flat abdomen, palpitating her flesh like a 
contented pussycat ‘‘kneading dough.”’ 

- He reached her nearly hairless, swollen mound and she gasped 
‘again, threw wide her legs and encircled his neck with her left 
arm, while the other went lower, the fingers seeking and finding 
his pulsing maleness. A shudder passed through her body, 
transmitted to his, when their searching reached the sensitive 
-core of their pleasure. Falcon’s strong fingers gently manipulated 
the pink petals at the entrance of her outer chamber while his 
“thumb quested upward to her distended button of delight. 

“You are a most beautiful woman, Andrea,’’ he murmured. 

“And you’re .. . you’re more man than I’ve ever known.” 

Their explorations continued languidly while Andrea formed 

visions of a fantastic future in which these delightful encounters 
would never end. They kissed and she felt his tongue seeking 
admission past her pursed lips. 
__ Gratefully she opened to him and his sinuous lingual member 
traced erotic patterns against the responsive tissues of her hot, 
moist mouth. She returned his invitation with flickings of her 
own tongue that. defined the limits of his sweet-tasting maw. 
Swiftly then, the urgency of their mutual need increased the 
energy of their caresses. 

“Oh, yes! Oh, now!’ Andrea begged, her voice broken by 
pants of raw desire. She spread her legs in-ecstatic invitation and 
shuddered with joy as his warm, silken flesh slid between them. 
She bent at the knees and locked her feet behind his slim waist, 
drawing him closer. 

At last the delirious moment could be put off no longer. An 
electric charge jolted through Falcon’s body when his driving 
force pressed the tingling tip of his pulsating penis deep into the 
fringed portals of Andrea’s tender trap. Slowly he eased forward 
until fully encased. They seemed to fit like a custom blade and 
‘sheath. He lowered himself until her pert breasts became 
flattened against his nearly -hairless chest. Then, with 
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‘oncentrated effort, he undulated in an ancient and immortal 
‘hythm that fathered a universe. 

On they rocked in perfect harmony. Every second seemed as if 
here could be no more intense sensation, no greater peak of 
riumphant ecstacy. Yet, each new moment brought further 
jelights. Would they ever, could they ever, hope to reach this 
nagnificent plateau again? Andrea pondered on it with a slight 
inge of sadness. ; 

No. They were warriors, each for his own reason. Time and 
rattle would prevent it. Not true! Not true! her vibrant body 
‘ang. With each consummate stroke, Falcon brought her out of 
he mire and muck of mundane living and helped her soar to the 
‘xalted heights of a great bird of prey. How absolutely heavenly! 

Time and mortality vanished and the clock hands moved 
inheeded. Long, long-after they entered into the contest of Eros, 
heir bodies damp with perspiration and fragrant with the scent 
of love, they spiraled up the great incline to mutual completion 
ind surged hotly over the precipice. 

‘“‘My! Oh, my, yes!’? Andrea enthused in a little-girl voice 
nany long minutes later. “I... I am a most happy woman 
onight. You have ... shown me that life can truly be good.” 

“Thank ya, ma’am,”’ Falcon drawled laconically: ‘“We Texans 
lim to please.” 

“*You’re not from Texas,’’ Andrea challenged. 

‘‘No, that’s true. But right now I feel like I’ve just won all the 
il fields in that state. Uumm, you’re good for me.”’ 

“I. . . I promise to be even better the next time,’”’ she offered 
hyly. . 

“You mean ... you're ready again so soon?’’ He reached 
jown and found her moist and tremblingly eager. ‘‘Ah, yes. Yes, 
rou are.” 

During their second delightful sharing of incredible pleasure,’ 
he telephone began to ring. Driven by the most marvelous love 
yartner he had ever experienced, Falcon ignored it. He plunged 
leeply into the warm, glistening cavern of Andrea’s desire, 
jumbing its depth with an energy beyond any he had known 
sefore. She kissed his face wetly, then licked his ear and made 
mall mewing sounds of delight. The phone stopped. 

Then immediately began again. 
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eee hell . . .”’ Falcon growled. ‘‘Let it go.” 

- “We... can’t,’” Andrea said between gasps of joy. 

*“We sure as hell can.” 

“No. It might be important. Only the OD at the Annex knows 
- we're here.” © 

“Of course.”’ Falcon felt his iron-rigid erection fading in the 
reality of their situation. Slowly, reluctantly he withdrew his 
nearly flaccid organ from that chamber of delights. 

- “Hello!” he snapped into the mouthpiece. 

“Captain Falconi? This is the night desk at MACV. You are 
ordered to return to the annex immediately for isolation. 
’ Something has come up that makes it vitally important to set 
your mission ahead. Are you in touch with Captain Thuy?’’ 

Falcon looked longingly at her lusious, golden-skinned body 
lying on the bed and grinned like a ninny. ‘‘I can reach her, 
yes.” 2 . 

-“Good,”’ came the reply, without even a hint of a snicker. 
““We have MPs out after the remainder of your people. How 
soon can you be here?”’ \ 

“Give u...meten...’ he looked again at the remarkable 
bundle of ecstatic joy. “Make that thirty: minutes.” 

Falcon hung up and returned to the bed. Already his 
indomitable manhood had begun to swell. 


. 


NINE 


Clayton Andrews gave the operations briefing at fourteen-thirty 
the next afternoon. ‘“‘We're supposed to get a window in this 
weather some time tonight. The moment Met tells us it is a go, 
you will take off from here. Two hours and fifty-six minutes into 
the mission you will be on station fifty miles from the drop-zone. 
The jump commands will commence at that time. That will also 
coincide with a ninety degree turn by the jump aircraft to a 
heading of two-seven-zero degrees, to run parallel along the 
south side of the southern ridge of the Red River Valley. Once 
you exit the aircraft, orient yourselves on the same heading and 
continue flying until you spot the DZ. The rest is SOP.” 
Andrews paused and surveyed the thirteen tense faces that 
watched him intently. 
“The latest allowable departure time will be sarhconsthirty. 
"Because we want you on the ground, the DZ policed up, your 
jump gear buried and you at least ten miles away in the jungle 
before sunrise. You will, remain in hiding through the next day 
and close on the target after nightfall. By twenty-two hundred 
hours you should have completed the recon of the pagoda. When 
you make the actual strike will be up to Capt. Falconi. Once Lt. 
Blum alerts the air people, everything back here goes on stand- | 
by. Once the actual air strike is called in and executed, you will 
have two days, exactly forty-eight hours, to reach the 
rendezvous point near the DMZ. That position is here.’’ 
Andrews pointed to the map. - 
**You will be ten miles east of Vinh Linh and five miles north 
_ of the Demarcation Line. That is a give or take one mile error. 
- With the radio Lt. Blum carries, you can vector the choppers in 
once you obtain visual. There will be one . . . I say again, one 
additional attempt at a pickup, twenty-four hours later, in the 
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event you are delayed in transit. If you miss that, you are on 
your own.” 

‘*Will there be med-evac in case of wounded?’’ Falcon 
inquired. 

“*Yes. One chopper. There will also be two gunships and a 
. flight of A-Four Skyhawks for ground cover. The Navy is 
already in position off the coast to provide the latter. You will 
have ten minutes, and not a second more, to load aboard the 
_ choppers and haul out of there.”’ 

. ‘Why not an air-extraction closer to the pagoda?” | 
Remington Snow inquired. ; 
. “‘That’s mountainous terrain, no safe place for such an 
operation. Besides, if you do your job well, the central part of 
North Vietnam will be crawling with troops looking for you. 
We'd considered the possibility of a naval pickup off the coast, 
but that far North the problem remains the same as with air- 
extraction.’’ 

“We could go out through Laos,’’ O’Quinn offered. 

“Wrong. You’d have to wade through a thirty mile strip of 
ground controlled by the Pathet Lao. The Communists are 
engaged in a major: offensive at this time, so you’d be sitting 
duc 

““What explosives am I takin’ in?’’ Calvin Culpepper asked. - 

“Essentially what you have been working with on the mock- 
up. RDX, C-Four, a couple of claymores to handle pursuit. All 
together there will be two hundred pounds of explosives divided 
up between the team for the jump and incursion.” 

“‘How about a bangalore to do that fence?’’ 

‘Unnecessary bulk. You’ll have enough plastic and a set of 
bolt cutters to do that job. That is if you don’t catch them 
unaware and waltz through an open door.”’ 

**Mines?’’ 

Andrews frowned at Culpepper. ‘“We don’t think so. This is 
quite a ways into their zone of the interior.” 

“Will we use gas?’ Manuel Rivera asked next. 

**Yes. Each member of the team will carry two CN-DM 
grenades and a cannister of blister gas. That last is strictly off the 
record. It never happened. Team sergeant will also carry yellow 
and green smoke to mark the LZ for the choppers. Remember, 
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you. control the approach.and the raid: Once the air strike goes’ 
down, you’re on the numbers and it’s up to you to reach the 
rendezvous on time.” 

“That’s a lot of enemy territory to travel through,” Junior 
Wakely observed. 

**We’ve been over that before. With the eastern portions of. 
Laos and Cambodia in Communist hands, this is the method 
that offers the best possibility of a safe pickup. Anything else? 

. All right.’? Andrews glanced at a stapled-together report in 
his left hand. . 

‘*Here’s the Met. Temperature at jump altitude is predicted to . 
be minus fifty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. Winds aloft will be 
southwesterly: at fifteen to twenty knots. Surface winds will be 
from the same direction at twenty, gusting to thirty-five. Sorry, 
that’s the best we can do under the circumstances. Night-time 
‘surface temperature should be in the mid-sixties. Barometric 
pressure, twenty-nine point-seven and steady. There will be no- 
moon. Assuming the window we need, you will have scattered 
cirro-stratus at jump altitude, cirrus scattered at ten thousand 
feet and a few big grumblers lurking from three thousand to 
excess of fifty. Those cumulo-nimbus should be well out of your 
way. Abort time, whether you are in route or still on the ground. 
will be the zero-two-hundred Met report. If it gets socked in 
again by then, we scrub it and wait until the next night.” 

**Whoopie!’’ Manuel Rivera gusted out. 

' “What’s the big shakeup that puts us on the go right now?” 
John Snow inquired. 

“‘That’s classified. But between you and me, our friend Song 
is using that decoder to send. false messages. It got thirteen good 
men wiped out around twenty-one thirty last evening. I won’t . 
give you any of that, ‘get one for the Gipper’ stuff, you’re 
motivated enough. But, by God, I want that sort of crap 
stopped. Any questions? Okay. You suit up at sundown, ’chute 
up:an hour later. From then on it can be any time. And . 
good luck.” . 


Waiting became hell in a locked sauna. Sweat ran in steady. 
trickles down the bodies of each Black Eagle, once they had 
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climbed into the bulky jump rigs for the upcoming HALO. Even 
with the sun down, heat radiated off the buildings and the 
humidity, thick as molasses all day, didn’t decrease with 
approach of night. Being locked in a small barrack building, 
inside a high wire fence, topped by slanting strands of barbed 
concertina, every bit like a stockade, didn’t help either. - 

“Ta hell with this!’? O’Quinn exploded. ‘‘Anyone for gin?”’ 

‘Rummy or the martini kind?”’ Lt. Blum shot back. 

‘‘Awh, can it, Zeus,”” O’Quinn snapped. ‘‘I’d sell my soul 
for a beer right now.”’ ; 

**Yeah,’’ Malpractice McCorkel spoke wistfully. ‘‘Even that 
would taste good.’’ 

**You have everything for the air strike, Blum?’’ A nervous 
question. Falcon regretted asking it the moment it popped out. 

-  **Sure.’? Lt. Marc Blum patted the bulky thermal padding over 
his breast pocket. ‘“‘Got the Air Force FAG handbook right 
here.” 

“Pll be a horse’s ass!’’ Jack Galchaser exploded. ‘‘I always 
thought there was something ‘strange about those flyboys. But I 
didn’t know they had a manual covering it.’’ 

No one laughed at the tired old joke. 

O’Quinn broke out his cards and Blum went on with his 
explanation to Falconi. ‘‘I’ll be Zeus and the squadron leader 
will be Lightning Bolt One. I alert them when the first shots are 
fired on the raid. We have one hour forty minutes from then 
before they are at their orbit point. Unless otherwise ordered, 
they will begin their roll in, ten minutes later. We had better be 
clear the hell out of there by then.”’ 

“I’m with you. There'll be no authentication for us?” 

“Nothing visible. Only the standard KAA-Twenty-nine verbal 
code.”’ 

“Hairy.” 

**You got it.’’ 

Calvin Culpepper produced a pair of dice and immediately got 
three takers for a quarter limit game. Time dragged by on jack- . 
booted feet. Andrea sat with her back against a wall, eyes 
hooded, a sly smile on her face and the expression of a purring, 
milk-filled cat. The door opened and their jumpmaster, MSG 
McReedy, entered the room. 
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‘‘All right boys and girls. Personal items in the bags, except ID 
cards and dog tags. Tie *’em shut and mark. ’em for 
identification. It’s ’chute-up time.”’ 

“‘Are we gonna go, Top?”’ O’Quinn inquiced:; 

“It’s still a go far’s I know. Last Met report had the clouds 
thinnin’ out over the DZ and nothing new headed that way.’’. 

‘How soon??? 

*‘Damned if I know.’’ . 
O’Quinn ‘looked at his watch. With the long, slow sunset, 
they had reached twenty-seventeen before full dark. Now the 

hands stood on the ten and five, twenty-two twenty-five. 

- Carefully the team fastened themselves into their parachute — 
harness. Satisfied, McReedy departed. He returned at twenty- 
three-oh-five. 

‘Saddle up, troops, we’re on our way.’’ 


* When the-red light came on, Falcon was of two minds. 

On the one hand he felt relief that the weather situation had 
held up for them. Another part of his mind occupied itself with 
reflections on the near-suicidal aspects of the mission. 

They would come in close enough to their objective, only to be 
faced with the monumental task of withdrawing through nearly 
six hundred miles of hostile territory. At any point the numbers 
could go against them. How many men would he lose? He 
always calculated that factor, though some young troop 
commanders considered it ghoulish. How else could he account 
for all alternatives, he reasoned, without including this realistic 
estimate? When the jumpmaster gave them the altitude, the 
figure repeated down the stick while the team adjusted their 
altimeters. . 

Breathing check went without a hitch. Then McReedy 
bellowed those familiar, fateful words. ‘‘Get ready! ... Stand 
up! ...’? The command to hook up never came for this high 
altitude freefall jump and Falcon felt a tightness in his throat. 
‘*Check your equipment!’ 

Friendly hands patted down the trooper ahead in the stick, to 
assure that no piece of equipment had come loose or threatened 
to do so. Protracted for this HALO jump, a special double- 
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check went along the standing line of jumpers. At last, satisfied, 
McReedy called out again. 

“Sound off for equipment check!”* 

The count ran along the stick, last man to first. Falcon sctet ct 
at his breath, then shook off the mood and fixed his mask in 
place. ; : 

“Stand in the door!”’ 

Then the green light went on and the squirming black figures 
swam through the air while their droning airplane dwindled in 
the night sky. Falcon and Remington Snow both had ample 
HALO experience and soon lined out, stabilized and streaked 
through the thin, frigid air toward the distant target. Wind 
shrieked past Falcon’s ears and he concentrated all his efforts on 
his body position and the drop zone, which showed as a brighter 
patch in the pale starlight against the dark background of the 
jungle. 

From his altitude it seemed barely dime-sized. An insubstantial 
“terrain feature that he had only seen in photographs, long 
seconds passed before it began to grow significantly in his 
perception. Almost too soon it became time for him to start his 
spiral and he had to abandon his examination of the phenomena 
and get to work. 

God! he thought. How cold my hands and feet are. His throat 
felt raw, like the first stages of a cold, from the biting stream of 
oxygen and he knew his lips would chap. Have to get Malpractice 
on issuing salve the minute we secure the DZ, he recorded for 
future use. His eyes sought the glowing hands of his altimeter. 

850 .... 840... . 830... . down wound the long hand. When 

it reached 820, Falcon came out of his spread-eagle position and 
his hand flashed to the D-ring of his rip cord. 810... 800... - 
Pull! : 
Black nylon ruffled upward and cracked open above him. 
Reflexively he glanced to check the canopy. Fat chance in the 
dark, he grunted. Black pool against star-frosted ebony. His 
body swayed gently into position under the open ’chute. Nice, he 
thought, not nearly the shock of a T-10. Tentatively he reached 
up and jiggled the small wooden knobs of the steering device. 

In a controlled sway, he oscillated from left to right and back 
again. Intellectually he knew that the night-shrouded ground 
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continued to rush téward him, yet he felt suspended in air, able 
to go on forever like this. Then the treeline, a darker bulk against 
the star-shimmering horizon, encompassed him. He flexed his 
knees, legs together and toes slightly pointed. To his right front 
he detected a blur of motion and heard a muffled ata of 
surprise and frustration. 

“Oh... shit!” 

A fraction of a second later he heard the solid contact of a 
fragile human body against the unyielding mass of a tree. It 
clued him in time to grab his risers and spill a bit of air, then 
snap them free when his feet smacked the ground. Falcon 
stumbled a little, not unusual for a night jump, though otherwise 
he made a perfect standing landing. 

Not bad. Not bad at all, he congratulated. He surrounded his 
collapsed canopy, climbed from the harness and rigger-rolled it 
for quick disposal. In a few seconds, the team had all assembled, 
except for Manuel Rivera. 

*‘He bought a tree,’’ John Snow remarked. 

“Should be right over there,’’ Falcon pointed, instantly 
oriented from sky to ground directions. 

A soft moan, almost identical to a snore, came from above 
when five of the Black Eagles gathered at the base of the tree 
where Manuel Rivera clobbered in. They waited in silence a 
second, making wild, unspoken guesses as to their companion’s 
condition. At last Falcon broke the silence. 

‘*Rivera, this is Falcon. Can you hear me? Hey, Matador, you 
up there?’’ 

“‘Huh? Uh, yeah. I hurt like hell, but I’m not hung up in the 
limbs. Canopy caught and slammed my head and back into the 
trunk.” 

“Can you rig your line and rappel down?” — 

‘Sure. But it would leave all this up here.’’ 

Falcon thought a moment. ‘‘Lower your equipment, then 
secure yourself to the trunk. Can the canopy be pulled free?”’ 

_ “Tr... think so. All it takes is time and my weight off it. How 
much do we have?’’ 

“Enough. Get to it.’? He turned to the others. ‘“‘Snow, you 
and McCorkel stand by here to recover what he lowers. The rest 
of us will get busy burying gear and securing the area around the. 
DZ. 9? 
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Forty minutes later, Rivera stood in front of Falcon. ‘‘There’s 
a few scraps caught up there, not enough to tell right off what it 
was. By the time they figure it out in Hanoi, it should be too late 
anyway. 9 

“Good. We move out in five minutes.’’ 

Andrea and Lt. Nguyen Dow led the way, scouting ‘iced: 
With a solid compass bearing, they located the road twenty 
minutes after the last man left the drop zone. The Black Eagles 
took up secure positions off the traveled trail and hunkered 
down while Dinky Dow went scouting for suitable caves in which 
to spend the daylight hours. Falcon sought out Andrea. 

‘‘What were you thinking of on the way up here? In the 

_ aircraft you seemed miles away.”’ ; 
“*Not so far, really. In fact, I was in Hanoi. I'll tell you about 


.. “This will be your most important assignment, Capt. 
Thuy,’’ they had told her. ‘Colonel General Lam Doc Khe is 
organizing a highly motivated, expertly trained corps of assassins 
to function here in the south. If allowed to continue to 
completion, this unit could decimate the political and military 
structures of our government. Lam is the key to it all. The 
concept was not thought well of by many in the Central 
Committee in Hanoi. Without Lam, supporters would fall away. 
Your mission is to eliminate Lam.”’ 

“How am I to go about it?” 
_ The final choice will be yours. We will insert you into the 
_ north. Once you have familiarized yourself with Lam’s habits, 
movements and routine, pick your time and place and do the 
job. Getting out should be easy.” 

Andrea found Hanoi greatly changed from her childhood 
. days. The people had a furtiveness about them. They spoke of 

little outside of daily inconsequentials. Her papers, excellent 
forgeries, passed every inspection. After two weeks of carefully 
studying Gen. Lam Doc Khe, she learned that he had an eye for 
the ladies, although he never let it interfere with his revolutionary 
zeal. She rejected a safer course of long-distance assassination 
and determined to put herself in the way of his notice. 
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It took three days to accomplish. Andrea felt a rush of 
.confidence in her plan. She employed an artifice that had been 
long in women’s arsenal when Rameses ruled along the Nile. 
Dressed in black, with only a small splash of white at the throat, 
she sat at a table in a quaint tea shop frequented by Colonel 
General Lam Doc Khe. There she artfully cried into a tiny scrap 
of handkerchief during each of his visits. When at last asked to 
join the distinguished Comrade General for tea, she at first made 
a pretense of refusal, then relented and approached his table with 
her chin down, eyes averted. 

After the amenities, the general inquired as to the cause of her 
sorrow. ‘‘The young man I was to marry,”’ she began, giving the 
name of an NVA lieutenant recently killed in the South, his 
identity provided by her own intelligence service, ‘‘was sent to 

. the South to train the liberators of the NLF. There he was killed 
by the imperialist warmongers.” : 

“You poor thing. We must all sacrifice. for the struggle, you 
know. Though, I would conclude that you have endured more 
than most. You are truly an inspirational heroine of the people’s 
climb to socialist emulation. You must promise me to have tea 
with me again tomorrow. I will look into the possibility of your 
unfortunate young man receiving a posthumous medal. Perhaps 
we can even make your tragic story into an epic film for the 
education of the masses.’’ 

- “Qh, General,’’ she replied breathlessly. ‘‘I would appreciate 
that more than words can convey.”’ 

Andrea’s face did not reveal her loathing for the pompous, 
cold-hearted pig who walked on two legs. Lam was such a 
calloused fanatical Communist, he saw her tale of woe only as a 
splendid chance to manufacture propaganda. Worse, he actually 
expected Andrea to be grateful that her sorrow would be tumed 
into a tool for the State. Lam had ceased to be a human being. 
He was a Marxist-programmed machine which no longer felt any 
emotions except ambition, vanity and lust. Andrea vowed to 
‘make an example of General Lam. He would serve to rekindle at 
least one human emotion among other Communist androids— 
fear. 

Andrea met with the general the next afternoon, and again the 
day after. It was then that he asked her to be his guest for a late 
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supper two nights hence. She laid her plans for the occasion with 
even more care than she had exercised so far. In particular, she 
debated over her choice of a weapon. 

At last she settled on a bali song. The small, razor-sharp 
Indonesian knife fitted into the lacquered bamboo handles in an 
ingenious manner so that, when closed, it appeared to be a 
personal chopstick case. When the general’s driver called for her, 
she took a final pat at her hair, dropped the bali song casually 
into her purse and departed her room at the Reunification Hotel. 

She had been the only guest. After the dishes had been cleared 
away and the household staff dismissed, the general began to 
suggest more earthy means of entertainment. Although not crude 
enough to imply it directly, he made it clear that. the elevation of 
her martyred fiance to the rank of heroes and her own 
. immortalization as a heroine of an epic propaganda film greatly 
depended upon her providing the sort: of pleasures he sought. 
She suggested a possible overture to their encounter to which 
Lam Doc Khe reacted so energetically that he had his trousers 
open and down around his ankles before she could remove the 
bali song from her purse. 

‘‘What are you doing, my dear?’’ ‘Lam inquired when he saw 
her reach inside the small clutch bag. 

‘*] have something special for you, Comrade General,” 
Andrea replied coyly. 

“SA love lotion, perhaps?’”’ he asked with a smile. ‘‘An 
ointment of mysterious herbs which stimulates passion when 
rubbed on the privates?’’ 

‘It will be a unique experience,’? Andrea promised. ‘‘Unlike 
any sensation you have ever known before.”’ 

Lam closed his eyes and sighed with pleasure while Andrea 
cupped his testicles in her hand. With a deft flick of the wrist, 
she opened the weapon and locked the blade into place. Swiftly, 
she sliced through the skin and muscles of Lam’s genitals, 
castrating him with a single stroke. 

The general’s mouth fell open in a frozen, silent scream. 
Andrea instantly plunged the knife into his heart, the blade 
buried in flesh to the hilt. Then she stuffed Lam’s own severed 
testicles into his gaping mouth. Andrea watched the NVA 
officer’s mutilated corpse slump to the floor and twitch until 
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muscles and nerves surrendered to death. 

She nodded with grim satisfaction. Andrea gathered her 
personal items and departed. She did not return to the 
Reunification Hotel, rather she sought out the first contact of an 
uriderground movement that participated in transporting 
refugees safely to the South. She returned to Saigon without 
difficulty ... 


_, «+.» Dinky Dow returned to the Black Eagles without 

difficulty a short while after Andrea finished recounting her most 
serious mission to Falcon. 

“‘The caves are in good order,” Dow reported. ‘‘And they are 
not under guard.”’ 

“Good,” Falconi replied, but he + was still thinking about 
Andrea’s grisly tale. ‘“We’ll move there now and start out for the 
pagoda tomorrow at nightfall.’ 

Why had she told him about General Lam? Perhaps she 
intended to test Falcon to see if he could accept her blood- 
splattered past? Andrea had not only been the victim of horror. 
She had dealt out some as well. Could she be warning Falcon not 
to expect too much from her? Deceit and death had been part of 
her life for so long, she might be convinced they would shadow 

-her forever. ; } 

It doesn’t make any difference, Falconi thought. None of it 
matters. I care about you, Andrea. Whether you want me or not. 

He didn’t voice his thoughts. It wasn’t the time or place for 
romantic notions. Maybe later, when they returned. to Saigon 
... if they returned. 
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TEN 


Low ceilinged and musty-smelling, two interconnected caves, like 
bulges in a well-fed python, led the Black Eagles back under a 
* high hill to a vaulted roof cavern of such proportions that they 
were able to build a small fire and heat cans of C-rations. Sunrise 
showed pinkly in the east before they had settled down to 
consume their synthetic-tasting meals. 

“‘Dinky Dow came back before you got around to telling me 
what you had suggested to the general,’” Falcon spoke quietly 
while he settled down beside Andrea. 

She held him in her gaze a moment, then glanced away, as 
though shy or hesitant. ‘‘I offered him oral sex. Being a good, 
doctrinaire Communist and a prude, he had never encountered 
the act. When he thought about actually receiving it, the idea 
drove out all caution. He nearly reached a climax before I used 
the knife.” 

**Grotesque.”’ 

“Write it off to a desire to create as much terror as possible. It 
also made for a scandal that discredited all the general had been 
trying to do. So, ‘we won a tremendous victory without a shot 
being fired.” : 

“Pun?”’ 

Andrea swiveled a dubious glance at him. ‘‘Are you making 
fun of me?” 

““Of course not, Andrea. It’s ... only that, ah, I have this 
terrible sense of humor. I couldn’t resist.’’ 

‘Acceptable. But, tell me more about yourself. As you asked 
me, what makes Robert Falconi run?’’ 

“‘Fair enough. I try to be the best. It’s not, ah, what you 
would call, uh, a sense of personal pride or ambition. I mean my 
whole life has been geared toward succeeding at anything I went 
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at. I could swim like a fish at the age of four. I was in the Boy 
Scouts and made Eagle by the age of thirteen. My father, my 
mother, teachers, scout masters, everyone constantly pushed me 
toward being number one. All the time they held out the promise 
of the rewards to the high achiever. I guess I never got used to 
doing it any other way.” ; 

‘‘What were you like as a boy?’’ 

Falcon shrugged. ‘‘Outside of always striving to be first, like 
any other kid, I’d suppose. I was called Bobby until my second 
year of high school. No one very close to me ever called me Bob. 
[ liked to. swim, fish, hunt and camp out. I was an Army brat.”’ 

‘*What’s that?” 

“My Dad entered the army before the start of World War 
Two. We lived on or near army_posts from then on. All my 
friends were sons of military men. We had all the privileges of 
military families; the commissary, medical and dental care, free 
transportation, eventually, for household goods, too, when 
going to another post. We all moved around a lot, no lasting 
home or close friendships. We all knew about rank having its 
privileges and how to use that to get around teachers and the 
local police. We could curse like a first sergeant by the age of five 
and could shoot craps and play poker almost before we could 
read. We thought we knew all there was to know about sex, the 
words at least, by the age of eight. In some ways, it was the worst 
possible sort of childhood. In others, the most exciting.”’ 

**But you did have friends?”’ 

“‘Oh, sure. Though never the same ones for long. We all 
promised to write each other, keep in touch. Being kids, of 
sourse, that never happened.’’ 

‘“What about your home life?”’ 

‘‘My mother’s family had been musicians in Russia. They were 
Jewish and fled from Stalin’s pogroms. Mom always wanted me 
10 study piano. My father wanted me to go to West Point. I did 
neither one.’’ 

‘*But why not? The piano is a-beautiful instrument.”’ 

“And confining. I loved anything to do with the outdoors. I 
took martial arts classes, read books on military history, fished 
and hunted, skied and ice skated. I even got into surfing when we 
moved to California.” 
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- “Did you participate in organized sports?”’ ; 

-*T tried baseball in high-school. I made the team, but that was 
about it. So I dropped out.”’ 
_’ “You ran away from something you couldn’t be best at, is that 
it?’’ Andrea inquired, surprised by his answer. 

“No. I realized that if I truly wanted to excel in baseball I 
would have to take time away from things I considered of greater 
importancce. I’m just not much of a jock. I am a great fan, 
though. I follow the Padres and the Chargers.” 

*‘Who are they?”’ 

‘Professional ball clubs in San Diego. Baseball and football. I 
keep up with the St. Louis Cardinals, too. We were at Camp 
Chaffee, it’s Fort Chaffee now, for a long time and the Cards 
were the nearest team. Kid stuff, hero worship.” 

“*Who are your heroes now?”’ 

Falcon thought a short while. ‘“‘George Patton... Jim 
Gavin . . . John Glenn. All the astronauts for that matter. You 
know, I’d like to be an astronaut.” 

“Why?” ie 

‘*They’re the best of the very best.” 

“Sort of like Special Forces, huh?” 

- A boyish smile illuminated Falcon’s face. ‘‘Yeah, like Special 
Forces.” 

“In my village, we all admired the woman who could weave 
. the tightest cloth and prepare the best meals. Also the bravest, 
cleverest hunters who brought in fresh meat and the farmers who 
maintained the best dikes around their rice paddies. And, of 

course, my father. He was a doctor. A French doctor.’”’ 
: ‘Really? But ... I thought your...” 

“‘My mother was European? Oh, no. My name was Roget 
before the massacre in our village. But the French soldiers who 
found me didn’t know that. I received a Vietnamese name in the 
orphanage. There we were encouraged to study and emulate the 
lives of the saints. After what had happened to my home and 
family, the only one I could ever seem to identify with or under- 
stand was St. Joan. And maybe St. Michael.. you know, the 
warrior of God who will visit retribution on wrongdoers?”’ 

**St. Michael is patron of paratroopers.” 

**That’s nice. Sort of symbolic. Death from the skies.” 
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**Were you ever a little girl, Andrea?”’ 

‘‘Not after my parents were butchered.’”’ She turned partly 
away and dug into her can of sausage patties. ‘‘Not many of us 
1ave had a childhood. The war robs us of that. One either grows 
ip fast or dies very young.’’ 


Lt. Marc Blum. rubbed a hand nervously across his lips. Great 
vily beads of perspiration swelled on his forehead. He jerkily let 
the focus of his eyes dart from one dark corner to the other, and 
ieemfed not to discern the human figures illuminated by the 
Jickering flames of the small fire. He appeared not to be aware 
hat he held a forkful of beans and franks half-way to his mouth. 
Malpractice McCorkel came over, his face grave, intent in study. 

‘‘What’s bothering you, Zeus? Malaria? Did you forget to 
‘ake your pill?’’ 

“Oh, Saints preserve the lad,’’ O’Quinn chuckled. ‘‘He didn’t 
zet himself pregnant, did he?’’ 

“Stow it, Lightfingers,’’ Malpractice growled. ‘‘If I want any 
ihit from you, I’ll squeeze your head. How about it, Blum? You 
dkay?”? 

“I..,ah...no-nothing. It... just feels a little close in 
tere. That's all.’ 

McCorkel thought the clammy air to be a bit cool. 
“Uh... sure. Here,’’ he spoke while he reached into his belt 
souch. ‘‘Better take one of these ‘Four-Ells.’ ’’ Malpractice 
sroduced one of the vacu-sealed foil fourele strips of 
Chloroquine, 500 mg. and Primaquine Phosphate, 79 mg. 
srophylactic dosages. 

“Unh-uh. I took mine for this week.” 

**You need atrabrine, then? Havin’ an attack?” 

“It ain’t a fucking fever, damnit!’ the young Air Force officer 
mapped suddenly. 

“Hey! Be nice now. I’m your doctor, you can tell me.”’ 

“Pll be all right! Just let me ... let me have a drink of 
water.’’ 

“The cave getting to you? A little touch of claustro- 
shobia? Hell, it gets us all a little.’’ 

“‘No!”? Blum answered a bit too quickly for McCorkel’s 
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liking. His eyes shied from contact. 
“Okay. Okay. Whatever you say, Lieutenant.” Malpractice 
returned to his place. 

’ Lt. Mare Blum felt as though he sat perched on a thin wafer of 
ice, above a steep precipice that plunged down, down into eternal 
darkness. Oh, please, God, please don’t let it happen this time, 
he begged in his mind. Let me stay here and it be all right... 


- “And you'll stay in there until you learn to behave 
yo self” the big, blond man yelled in a thick Georgia cracker 
accent. Then he slammed shut the closet door. 

“But I didn’t do anything!’’ little Marc Blum protested. 

” “Huh! You no diff’rent from that Jew bastard your Maw ran 
_ off to New York an’ up an’ married. Lyin’ little kike trash.’’ 

‘*Please! I wasn’t stealing anything.” 

**More lies. Why I ever agreed to lower mysel’ an’ marry up 
with Lucy when she come back here with a half-Jew brat, I’lt 
never know.”’ 

‘Please, let me out!’’ 

Orley Crane banged his fist againt the thin panel. “What 
foah? So’s you can sneak ’round some more an’ steal coins offa 
_ the dresser? Not likely, y’hear? A’ normal kid, eight. years old, 

would be out playin’ baseball or riding his bicycle, not skulkin’ 

aroun’ a house readin’ books. Books, for Christ’s sake! You 

keep that up an’ you’ll be needin’ glasses. Just one more expense 

for me to put up with. Readin’ books, just like bein’ a Jew, 

makes you a thief and a liar. Only one book an’ that’s the Bible, 
y’hear?”’ 

Tears of shame and frustration coursed down Marc’s face. 
Already he could feel the closeness of the walls, sense them 
leaning in toward him. He could almost taste the malevolent 
darkness, hear the harsh, lustful breathing of the hateful old 
house. In desperation he tried his final appeal. - 

*“What will you tell Momma about puttin’ me in here again?”’ 

“She says anything, I’ll belt her in the chops. Now, you stop 
your goddamned snivelin’ an’ take yo’ punishment, y’hear?”’ 

_ *Y-yes, sir.’ Oh, how he hated Orley. How could his mother 
-ever have betrayed him so? He longed for the wide, warm bosum 
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and ample lap of his Grandmaw Blum. How far was it to 
Kittridge, New York? He’d run away. He felt so terribly alone. 
Only him and . . . and the house. It wanted to eat him, he knew 
it. Its pulses could be felt. Marc shivered and clutched his bare 
knees to his skinny chest. His thin shirt grew damp with shed 
tears. . 

Ever since his mother had returned to her home outside 
Atlanta, Georgia, four years ago, life had been one long misery 
for Marc. A widow at twenty-nine, Lucy Blum had come back to 
her family after Marc’s father, Jacob, had crashed his United 
Airlines DC-3 passenger liner into a hillside in the Catskills one 
rainy night. 

They had met in 1941. Marc’s mother had recounted the story 
so often he knew it by heart. She, Lucy Powers, worked in.the 
offices of a popular news magazine. He, Jacob Blum, was a 
dashing aviation cadet in the Navy. She had been assigned to 
interview a contingent of all New York State boys who were due 
to be graduated from flight school in three weeks. They talked, 
Jacob asked her out to dinner. Over the next few weeks they 
dated often as possible. Then, two months later, they were 
married. Mare was born the next year. After the war, in which 
Jacob served with honor in the Pacific, he decided to take a job 
with Eddie Rickenbacker’s Eastern Airlines, instead of pursuing 
a career in the Navy. Her return, after the tragedy of his un- 
timely death, brought her up against a malignant prejudice she 
had never before experienced. 

Particularly this virulent anti-Semitism seemed unusually well 
developed in her former high school sweetheart, Orley Crane. . 
The Cranes had moved to Atlanta from their impoverished farm 
in the southeastern part of the state during the Great Depression. 
From the age of fifteen, Orley Crane had been her steady beau. 
He seemed nice enough. Certainly when she first came back to 
Preston with her small son, he did not say anything that 
indicated his hatred of Jewish persons. A year went by and talk 
turned to marriage. It was then that Orley suggested it would be 
better if they put little Marc up for adoption. When pressed as to 
why, he explained about it with all the cliches of the hell-fire bent. 
evangelists who preached the aoe as the ctucifiers of Christ and 
accursed for all times. 
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Lucy was stunned. Yet she loved Orley, she believed, and she 
needed a man. Marc needed a father. For long months they 
talked about it and Orley relented. At least he did around Lucy. 
Whenever she was away, though, Orley took out his malice on 
Marc. He would pinch the lad, cuff him and shout imprecations 
at him, calling him a murderer and a thief. Worst of all loomed 
the ever-present threat of the closet and its black mysteries. 

Only a few minutes passed since Orley locked Marc in the 
closet. Already the small boy’s heart beat at a furious rate. Sweat 
dampened his armpits and ran down the scrawny ladder of his 
exposed ribs. He began to shake with terror and the tears dried. 
A soft whimper filled his throat and he could almost see the 
slavering red mouth of the huge black dog that sought to get at 
his tender flesh. Oh, please, God, please, he prayed in childish 
. helplessness, don’t let him get me. Let me stay here just this once 
and it be all right... 


. .. But it was never all right. Already sweat streamed from 
Marc’s armpits and his bladder felt close to overflowing. He 
remained isolated from the rest of the team, caught in a mental 
battle against his abuse-generated claustrophobia, while Falcon 
stood and spoke to them. 

‘Listen up. I know it’s hard living upside down like this. Only 
a few days. By the time we exfiltrate, we'll all be used to it.’” His 
weak joke got two laughs. ‘‘Everyone try to get what sleep you 
can during the day. We move out at sundown. Here’s the guard 
roster,’’ and he quickly read off the names and hours each of the 
Black Eagles would stand sentry duty. ‘‘When your time is done 
if you still have trouble zonking off, see Malpractice for a 
sleeping pill. I want everyone fresh as a daisy when we hit that 
pagoda.”’ . 

“Oh, Captain dear, you sound just like my D.I.,’? Liam 
O’Quinn warbled in falsetto. 


_ “There will be sixty guests,” Gen. Song informed his chef 
after the man had been summoned in mid-morning. ‘‘I want 
everything to be the best you can produce. Duck, eels, a large 
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goose-liver pate, fresh fruit. And plenty of wine.”’ 

“It is hard to please the Comrade General when much of my 
kitchen help comes from prisoners.-Few of them even know how 
to beat manioc or properly break an egg.” 

“‘We-do with what we have. You are now a warrant officer 
and still a great chef. Go, then, and perform miracles.’’ 

After the temperamental cook’s departure, Gen. Song turned 
to other problems. What his chef had said about prisoners was a 
part of a continuing difficulty. At present he had some thirty-five 
ARVN prisoners who were technically undergoing ‘‘reorienta- 
tion.”? Song smiled at the polite phrase that really meant to 
embrace Marxist doctrine and work for the Communist State of 
North Vietnam, or be executed. He viewed the poorly motivated 
and only half-trained soldiers of the South with contempt. Yet, 
when put to it, they fought weil and many stubbornly refused to 
accept the new way of life. 

: At least, in his command, they would be worked to death, a 
more efficient employment than being shot. Now, the dinner, 
ostensibly to celebrate the great Viet Cong victory on 18 
September in 1961, when they seized the provincial capital of 
Phuoc Vinh, eighty-nine kilometers from Saigon, would be an 
ideal time to plant certain seeds with particular members of the 
Central Committee. Nothing untoward, of course. Simply that 
he was interested in the prospects of upward mobility in the . 
structure of the nation’s defense forces and civil government. 
Yes. That would be the exact touch. Song sipped more tea and 
rang for his aide. : 

**Do you have the protocol worked out for seating?” 

**Yes, Comrade General. And, ah, I have a message that Col. 
Ha is to be here within an hour. He has something most im- 
portant to discuss, he states.’’ 

**All in due time. Let me know the moment he arrives.” 

**Yes, Comrade General.’’ 

Half an hour later, Ha Van Lau of the War Crimes 
Commission was ushered into Song’s office. ‘‘Good to see you, 
Comrade Ha,”’ Song greeted. 

“‘And I to be visiting you again, old friend. I come on an 
important and interesting matter.’ 

“What is that?’’ 
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“It is becoming important for our image in front of the rest of 
the world to be able to produce some far more lurid and 
reprehensible objets de la guerre as evidence of the unlawful 
means being employed by the Americans and their allies in the 
South. At our weekly meeting today, I was specifically asked it it 
would be possible for your workers here’ to produce such 
evidence of atrocities. Some really nasty violations of the Geneva 
Convention, perhaps?”’ 

Song hid a satisfied smirk behind one manicured hand. “Do 
you mean, manufacture, Comrade Ha?’’ 

_.“] prefer, ‘produce.’ Certainly, after your skilled workmen 
produce these evidences of martial crime on the part of the 
.American imperialists, they will be undoubtedly genuine. So all 
that is required is that they produce them.”’ 

**Ah, yes. I see the fine distinction. Certainly it takes a man of 
Central Committee stature to discern such subtle differences.” 

Entirely aware of whom the general meant, Ha went on with 
oily Oriental aplomb. ‘‘Indeed. Such is required of those who 
devise these inventive means to a laudable g: 

‘*Likewise to those who can translate these ideas into physical 

: reality, don’t you think?” 

“Hummm,” Ha offered, loath to commit himself. 

‘Will you be attending my Phouc Vinh celebration banquet?’’ 

“‘But certainly. It is an honor I look forward to.” 

“Excellent. And I have just the right choice for your, ah, later 
entertainment.’’ 

Ha’s eyes glowed. 

Gen. Song raised a restraining hand. “‘I will tell you nothing 
more at this time, except he is young, most talented and eagerly 
willing. And now, my esteemed Colonel! Ha, rest assured that my 
workers will proceed at utmost speed and skill to produce 
whatever sort of evidence you wish.” 
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ELEVEN 


An hour before sundown, Remington Snow rousted out the 
Black Eagles. They consumed another ghastly. meal of C-rations 
in relative silence. When a final clean-up had been completed, 
they smeared their faces with black, green and brown camostick 
grease paint, adjusted their packs and stood attentively while. 
Falcon gave them a few sobering words of caution. 

*“We are deep inside the enemy’s country. In some ways this 
gives us an advantage. Security is not as tight here as compared 
to a war zone. There are, of course, added hazards in any Com- 
munist nation. Travel documents, identity cards, spot checks and 
the secret police. In addition, there are a few of us who can pass 
as natives. I am stating the obvious, or over-stating it. Even so,- 
all of the above rules out daytime travel. Now for the bad news, 

‘There is one factor which can not be predicted by long-range 
intelligence from agents in Hanoi or by overflights. We have no 
way of knowing the activities of local militia units. They may or 
may not run night patrols. They are certainly active during the 
day. If we encounter a unit, even on a training mission, we will 
be up to our assholes in Commie alligators. Hopefully we can 
avoid such’ a situation by sending Dinky Dow and Park out 
ahead as scouts. The rest of us have to’ be ready for anything. I 
am altering one condition of the pre-mission briefing in order to © 
give us a slight edge. The suppressors we were provided for the 
hit on the pagoda will be attached to all weapons as of now. That 
will, in part, reduce the chance of alarm if we get into a 
firefight’? 

Half an hour after the last purple-red faded from the western 
sky, the Black Eagles moved out. 
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Under a dark dome of sky, the Black Eagles made good tim: 
along the upward-slanting road. They lost an hour skirting i 
small village and stopped for a rest break of thirty minutes a 
midnight. Night creatures hunted through the jungle; birds wit! 
raucous calls, timid monkeys that slept in hiding all day, tiny 
rodents and fearsome-sized rats. And clouds of mosquitos. Ir 
- all, it seemed that the eleven humans in the main column had thi 
area all to themselves. 

A false premise, they discovered when Xavier Olobong, at thi 
point, signaled enemy in sight and to take cover. He melted intc 
the dark-shrouded brush. 

*‘Ai do?’’ a male voice called in Vietnamese. 

‘Tell him we’re on our way to the pagoda-of Gen. Song a: 
conscript workers. We have to be there in the morning.’”’ Falcon 
whispered in Andrea’s ear. 

‘Quickly she explained to the unseen man. A brief second 
passed before he commanded, ‘‘Di ra!’? When no one responded 
for the excellent reason that they were garbed in camouflage 
uniforms and weighted down with weapons, the challenge 
snapped impatiently, ‘Mau len, mau len!”’ 

When no one hurried as commanded, he repeated his first 
question. ‘‘Who’s there? Tien len cho xem chuftg-minh-thu!” 

The suspect peasants failed to advance and show their passes. 
The patrol commander gave them one more chance. ‘‘Tuan lent 
Khong toi ban!—Obey or I'll fire!’’ 

Two tense seconds passed. ‘‘Trong ban!’ the young officer 
yelled to his troops. 

Like giant fireflies, muzzle flashes wavered in the darkness. 
Whiplashes of steel cored Soviet 7.62mm slugs shredded the lush 
vegetation a foot above the heads of the Black Eagles. 

The team lay in the first screening line of brush along both 
sides of the road. The lead elements of the patrol were caught 
_ between them. When the first burst ended, the militia officer 
called out again. 

“Show yourselves and come forward at once.’’ Inwardly he 
fretted. They were already late as a relief force for three road 
blocks. Now he had these shy peasants to deal with. 

Pain throbbed in Manuel Rivera’s battered head at the roar of 
gunfire and now the strident voice of the patrol leader. Damn 
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hat tree, he thought fiercely. Another burst rattled out over his 
aead. Automatically, Rivera made a quick check of the rest of 
che team, found them to be safely off the road. Good. 

Satisfied, he turned his attention to the enemy. 

Two poorly trained militia, intent probably on winning the 
attention of their superiors, dashed forward along the edge of 
the narrow dirt roadway. Rivera brought up his M-16 and took 
aim on the leading one. 

A muted snapping came from the end-wipe of the suppressor 
gn Rivera’s weapon. Louder, to his hearing, was the sound of 
the bolt snapping back and forth in the receiver. The squat figure 
in his sights crumpled and pivoted slowly to the right, then fell 
in the path of the man behind. 

As Rivera had predicted, the second soldier dodged to his left, 
toward the center of the road. Matador got off two close-spaced 
shots. The 5.56mm slugs hit the militiaman high in the chest and 
in the neck, nearly severing his head from his trunk. He ad 
over backward, his AK-47 flew skyward. 

‘“‘Not bad,’ Rivera congratulated himself aloud. 

The team is working well, Falcon thought to himself. He cade 
a quick mental note of each Black Eagle’s position and noted 
with satisfaction that on the other side of the road, Andrea 
directed the fire from five of the men. How the hell, he — 
wondered again, did that patrol get past Dow and Park? 


Another burst of fire and movement to his front brought him. 


back to the present. Two men, he saw, had started to rush the 
position where Manuel Rivera lay in the brush. A crooked smile 
creased Falcon’s lips. Rivera had Proven to be one of his best 
marksmen. 

He didn’t hear the suppressed M-16, though he did see the lead 
soldier fall. A split second later, the other militia joined his 
comrade in death. Nice going, Matador, Falcon silently con- 
gratulated. Another short burst came: from the patrol. 

Then silence. 

Fire slackened off on both sides. What would his enemy try 
next? Falcon wondered. 

This is strange, Lt. Pham Dong Luc thought. He had not 
heard any return fire. Were these people Maong guerrillas, as he 
had begun to suspect, or actually peasants on their way to work 
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for General Song? Yet, two of his men had fallen in the road 
Silent weapons? Crossbows or thrown spears? Even the warrin, 
tribesmen had advanced beyond that state. The woman said the; 
were local conscripts. Her accent sounded proper. Was shi 
lying? 

Still no fire could be heard from the shadowy trail ahead 

* What should he do now? “Dung ban!’’ He ordered his men tc 
cease fire and stepped farther along the road. 

“Thong, Vinh, come with me.’ Cautiously they started alon; 
the track, eyes roving, fingers ready on the triggers of thei 
weapons. “‘Dung len!’’ he ordered, then repeated, ‘‘Stand up’ 
Show yourselves and throw down any arms.”’ 

The young militia lieutenant looked from one of the men witt 
him to the other. He bit his lip in deep concentration. He felt a 

‘ an impasse. Foremost, though, he must not lose face before hi: 
‘ subordinates. “‘Come on, we will move forward. Perhaps we 
have killed them all.” 
’ With a halting step, the trio of militiamen advanced. 

What do those loonies think they’re doing? Horny Jack won. 
dered at sight of the three militia on the road. Christ, it was bac 
enough gettin’ in a firefight this close to the objective, if these 
turkeys manage to send for help we could all get captured 
Galchaser’s ruminations ended when the officer in the center o: 

’ the group called out again. 

“Come out of hiding! Surrender!”” He repeated his comman< 

to give up. “‘Hang dil” 
“ Galchaser took slow aim, centered his front sight on the dark 
mass of the leader’s chest and gradually took up slack. When the 
trigger tripped, the hushed M-16 made a polite, elongated cough 
and the sound of three bullets smacking meat could be heard fas 
twenty meters. 

Wet, red stains appeared on the patrol leader’s chest. Lt. 
Pham staggered backward, disbelief written on his face. Thi: 
could not be happening. He didn’t even hear a shot! Then his 
knees buckled and he went down, face-first in the dirt. Con- 
sciousness oozed away with the constant seep of blood from the 
huge, ragged exit wound in his back. 

Quickly Horny Jack lined up on another startled militia. 

This is going to make trouble for the team, Andrea Thuy 
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_ thought when the first burst of fire came from the patrol. She 
. had already dived for cover on the opposite side of the road from 
_ where Falcon went. Her night sight remained unimpaired and she 
. quickly located the five men who had jumped this direction with 
her. The firefight should have been avoided, she cursed under 
her breath. Had the scouts been ambushed and silently killed? 
Had they fallen for some ruse? She knew that the same train of 
thought would be rushing through Falcon’s head. Later, if they 
got out of this, they would compare notes. A second burst from 
_ the patrol slashed through the trees and she felt a feathery trickle 
of torn vegetation filter down on her face and hands. Mosquitos 
buzzed close to her ears. Two soldiers, bent low, ran tomate the 
hidden team. 
Andrea watched while Matador Rivera blew away the first 
man. His. body had not hit the ground before the expert — 
’ marksman opened up on the second. Andrea loosed a short burst 
on full auto. The sput-sput-sput of the suppressed weapon 
sounded eerie to her in contrast to the roar. of the militia’s AKs. 

_ When the firing ceased, she wondered if the patrol-leader had 
been smart enough to send out flankers. The officer in charge of 
the patrol called out to them again to surrender, then started 
walking forward. Andrea’s concern turned to contempt for his 
naive tactics. . 

She sensed, tater than saw, movement across the road and 
then Jack Galchaser wasted the foolish patrol leader. His sup- 
pressed M-16 putted again and another militiaman went. down. 

A bad situation or not, Andrea chided herself, she had come 
_ here to kill Communists. She might as well get on with it. She 

fitted-the stock of her M-16 to her cheek and took aim when the 
remaining soldier in the road dove for cover. 

Another trio of 5.56mm_ killers left the suppressor tube and 
smacked into the exposed side of the fleeing militiaman. He 
seemed to hang in mid-air for a second, then dropped like a 
stone to the crown of the road. 


- He had managed to get around on the flank! Excitement and 
self-satisfaction surged through Nguyen Hau Giap. when he 
realized he had successfully skirted the embattled enemy and now 
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had only to move in through the dense undergrowth and create 
‘confusion among them. Surely his performance would insure 

promotion for resourcefulness. He had more training than any- 

one else in the village unit. Perhaps, if his flanking action went 

right and the enemy broke, he might even be chosen to replace 

that incompetent Lt. Pham, who died so uselessly on the road. A 
_ pleased smile split Nguyen’s lips. He had better be moving, he 
reminded himself. 

With one hand he carefully drew aside trailing streamers and 
clinging branches that might betray him with a sound. On tip-toe 
he advanced toward where he knew the enemy waited. Oh, how 
proud his new wife would be when he came home a hero of this 
action and holder of a promotion. They expected their first 
baby. What a glorious tale it would be to tell the boy while he 
grew up in the image of proper socialist emulation. 

His advance continued with consummate caution. There, 
ahead. One of the enemy. But . . . but he was white! One of the 
’ imperialist American mercenaries. Nguyen could almost taste the 
sweetness of the reward he would receive for this! . 

He leaped forward, AK-47 at the ready to strike down this 
hated minion of the capitalists. Suddenly an overwhelming pain 
exploded in his back. Nguyen stumbled. It felt as though some- 
one had shoved a sharp stick in between his shoulder blades. He 
tried to bring up his weapon, to kill the hateful American. For 
some reason his arms would not obey. His face went sodden with 
strange smelling sweat and his vision began to swim, so that 
objects blurred in and out of focus. 

An unfamiliar pressure built in his throat and he opened his 
mouth to relieve it. Immediately a great gout of blood vomited 
out. 


A fraction of a second after he heard the rustle in the brush to 
his rear, Malpractice McCorkel spun around and swung up his 
M-16. In front of him he saw a militiaman. A long, blackish 
stream of blood spewed from the staggering soldier’s mouth. 
Malpractice got off one shot, that struck the weird apparition in 

. the abdomen, before the enemy toppled forward and landed at 
his feet. 
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“Christ, oh, Christ! That was close.’ With the. conditioned 
response of a medic, Malpractice bent forward to examine the 
corpse. 

A crudely shaped wooden shaft protruded from the dead 
man’s back. Mal identified it as a bolt from a Montagnard 

“grossbow. What the hell? he wondered. There aren’t any ‘Yards’ 
around here. He felt the ground vibrations of three suppressed 
weapons firing close at hand. Damn, now he would have to 
abandon this mystery and get back to the fighting. 

Before he could turn away, the puzzle resolved itself. Dinky 
. Dow stepped into view from the line of trees. In one hand he 
clutched a crossbow. 

Damn! How had they been fooled, Dinky Dow raged at him- 
self. He took entire blame for allowing a patrol to get in between 
his position and the rest of the team. He should have checked 
out that foot trail that led off from the road. He could have sent 
Park while he scouted on along the way to the pagoda. For over 
two hours they had not been making good time. ; 

That, of course, accounted for his lapse in proper procedure. © 
He knew they would need a place to hide through the next day 
and then complete their approach. Part of his concentration had 
been on locating such a place. Still, the responsibility was his 
alone. Falcon trusted him to do the job right. 

He felt gratitude that the big American had not confided his 
secret of being a former Viet Cong to the remainder of the team. 

- Now, he wondered, would Falcon believe that he had betrayed 
the others into an ambush? From the moment he and Park heard 
the first burst of fire, he had assailed himself with guilt. Each 
running step he took in their rushed return only added to the 
anxiety. ; 

**Come on. The team’s in trouble,’”’ he had told Park. The 
taciturn Korean had merely nodded, unslung his rifle and started 
to trot back along the road. If they got there in time, Dow 
thought, we might be able to catch the enemy in a trap. Another 
part of him also weighed the possible consequence of this dis- 
covery on the mission. If only some way existed to make it look 
like something other than what it was... ao 

An idea suddenly came. Dow slipped the flap on his pack and 
tugged out the parts of a Montagnard crossbow. On the run he 


147 


fitted it together. He had only completed the task and fitted a 
- bolt to the poised string when he and Park came eapen the two- 
man rear guard of the patrol. 

“Take the right!’? Dow shouted. 

Park complied, leaping at the man with a long piece of 
strangling cord. Dow tripped the trigger of the crossbow and its 
string twanged with an ominous hum. The poison-smeared 
broadhead of the bolt smacked into the surprised militiaman’s 
sternum and split it apart, the needle tip piercing his aorta. 

“Unnnnh! Unnnh!”’ Park grunted, his garotte twisted around 
his victim’s neck, bent forward back-to-back with the dying 
North Vietnamese kicking his legs in futile effort two feet off the 
ground, his weight suspended by the killing cord: 

In a pair of dragging seconds, the little militiaman went limp 
and Park released him. With a nod to Dow, they hurried on. 

Without the need of discussion, Dow noted with satisfaction, 
they split apart, one on each side of the road and slipped through 
the undergrowth wide of the patrol. Dow saw the militiaman a 
moment before he was ready to swing in on the patrol’s flank. 
Soundlessly he raised his primitive weapon and loosed another 
bolt. 

‘It struck true, buried almost to the unfletched nock in the 
soldier’s back. The dying soldier staggered forward and Dow got 
a better look at Malpractice, whom the North Vietnamese had 
intended to attack from the rear. Dow advanced, well aware that 
McCorkel might over-react to the surprise. When the medic fired 
only once, striking the wounded militiaman, Dow came on to the 
edge of the trees. 

“Christ, oh, Christ! That was close,’” McCorkel exclaimed. 

“Good thing I got back in time,’? Dinky Dow told him, 
walking forward. 

Sudden bursts of suppressed fire put them both on the ground. 

Falcon became instantly aware that a new factor had entered 
the game when three weapons opened up from where only two 
should have been. A cry of anguish rose from the remaining 
patrol members and one broke from his concealed position in an 
attempt to escape. Falcon brought up his M-16 and put three 

“ rounds in the running man’s back. 
- “Let’s take ’em!’’ he shouted. 
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As one man, the team rose and. charged. forward. Two 
confused and frightened militiamen flung away their arms and 
pleaded to be spared. Remington Snow shot one of them and 
O’Quinn finished the other. Their shattered bodies jerked and 
spasmed on the ground for long seconds, spraying blood in a 
gruesome circle, Small twitches and tremors continued while the 
Black Eagles completed the cleanup. 

**None got away,’’ Park Chun Ri reported two minutes later. 

‘I read it the same way, Falcon,’ Remington Snow added. 

**Good. Let’s haul the bodies off the road and into the brush a 
ways. When they don’t report in, someone will come looking.”’ 

*“We had better cut off their ears and slash the corpses some,”’ 
Dinky Dow suggested. 

“*What for?’’ 

‘*There are a lot of Maong tribesmen who pass through here. 
They have run a continuous guerrilla warfare with the govern- 
ment troops. For some reason they don’t appreciate all the bene- 
fits of Communism. It would be most to our advantage if, when 
these are found, it is believed the guerrillas did it, would it not? 
Also, I used three crossbow bolts. That will aid in the 
deception.’’ 

Falcon didn’t approve of the barbaric practice of taking an 
enemy’s ears, though he had never spoken against it among the 
many Montagnards with whom he had worked in the past. Their 
ways were not his ways, he constantly reminded himself.. 

“I'll give you a hand,’’ Liam O’Quinn volunteered. 

The ruse might work, Falcon told himself while the grisly task 
went forward. Once the scene had been tidied up, the Black 
Eagles $wung out at a steady pace up the long, winding road 
toward their target. 


“Truck engines!’’ Corporal Olobong called from his position 
at the rear of the column. 

“‘T hear them,”’ Falcon returned. They had been on the march 
for close on forty minutes. Somehow the physical layout of the 
terrain didn’t seem to conform to the map. What should have 
been a short night’s walk had turned into an ordeal. Now new 
danger threatened. 
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. “I can ‘see their headlights,’ Olobong added. ‘‘They are 
coming fast.” —. 

“‘Clear the road!’’ Falcon ordered. Quickly the Black Eagles 
merged with the dark foliage along the verge, on either side. 
Damn, Falconi thought, what a night for Song to pick to run in 
supplies. 

Five minutes later a column of five vehicles roared into view. 
In the lead came a GAZ-69, half-ton four-by-four, carrying the 
convoy commander. Behind it rumbled four Chinese copies of 
the Soviet ZIL-135 ten-ton rigs. The drivers seemed in a hell of a 
hurry, their speed causing cargo to bang and thump in the beds 
and their eyes intent on the dimly illuminated road ahead. After 
they had passed, Falcon assembled the Black Eagles in the center: 
of the road. - 

“Look at this,”? Junior Wakely announced, one finger pointed 
at the ground. 

“For some damned reason, that convoy commander must 
have become suspicious. Or someone found those bodies by a 
fluke and waved down the trucks,’’ Falcon estimated. 

Large black-red droplets had spattered in Rorschach blots in 
the dust. The rear truck had a grimmer cargo than carried on its 
manifest. 


Immediately upon his arrival at the pagoda, the convoy 
commander rushed to the office of the head of security, Lt. Col. 
Van Try Vong. The duty NCO heard his story and sent imme- 
diately for the colonel. Disturbed at being awakened in the 
middle of the night, Van arrived with a scowl. 

“‘What is this all about?’’ 

**Two villagers flagged us down, Comrade Colonel. They had 
heard some shooting and came out to investigate. What they 
discovered were the bodies of the local militia unit. They had 
been ambushed and killed by someone. The villagers said ‘giants, 
some of them tall and light of skin.’ ”’ 

**And what do you say?’ 

**The bodies had been mutilated, ears cut off, three of them 
had been killed with a crossbow bolt. I say Maong guerrillas.”” 

‘‘Hummm. That sounds reasonable.’’ To his duty sergeant, he 
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said, ‘‘Alert Capt. Gow and have him put men on stand-by. I’m 
going to notify the general. I’m sure he will want patrols 
snlarged and sent out.’’ He provided the shaken convoy 
commander with fresh tea and left his office. 

General Song Van Nhu liked being awakened at such an hour 
2ven less than Lt. Col. Van. He had been dreaming of a distant, 
peaceful era when men and women strolled through omate 
gardens, bowing and nodding to passers-by and taking in the 
coolness of late evening in their elaborate, gold-adorned court 
robes. Ancient philosophers conversed with them and the fragile 
strains of a haunting melody delighted them all. Then came 
Van's knock at the door. 

Now, seated at a corner desk in his sleeping quarters, the 
general tightened the sash of the silk dressing gown he wore and 
listened to his security chief’s report. , 

“I concur,’’ Gen. Song began when the incident had been. 
recounted. ‘‘Why do these ignorant, half-savage Maong continue 
:0 resist the benefits of Communism and fight us? Yes, it must 
be the case. Tribesmen moving secretly from one place to 
another to stir up deviltry. The patrol came upon them and there 
was a fight. You were wise to alert Capt. Gow. I want his men 
ut with at least three patrols. I also want air. Notify the main 
garrison at Yen Bay. I want enough troops to saturate this entire 
area. No band of Maong scum are going to escape me.”’ 
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TWELVE 


Park Chun Ri moved along the treeline that skirted the road with 
all the ease and assurance of Nguyen Dow. He felt at home in 
any military situation and, to him, jungle differed little from the 
mountain forests of his own, more temperate homeland. He had 
inordinately sensitive ears, which others claimed let him actually 
“hear”? passive alarm systems. In the case of those that func- 
tioned on doppler radar, he suspected this was true. He definitely 
did ‘‘feel’’ their presence. Those extraordinary sense organs 
served him well this night. 
Long before they made an appearance on the road, he heard 
the approach of one of General Song’s patrols. Immediately 
Park sent word back along the trail and the Black Eagles faded 
into the jungle. This time they sought greater concealment, some 
fifty yards into the brush. Silence settled over the area, except for 
the night-sounds of animals. Minutes passed slowly. Then, even 
the least sensitive ears picked up the sound of thudding feet and 
faint rattles and clicks from loose equipment. A voice called out 
softly and the troops slowed to a walk. 
_ General Song's soldiers certainly lacked the discipline of the 
Viet Cong, Falcon thought while the patrol neared the place 
where the team had dispersed into the trees. Around him in the 
dark, fingers tightened on triggers in anticipation of a fight. 
Without even a pause, the NVA troops moved on, seeking the 
invaders where they were not. Falcon waited five minutes before 
directing the team back to the road. 
‘“We have to find a place to hole up until the search activity is 
over.”’ 
Dinky Dow had made his way through the jungle to the team’s 
location and he spoke quietly to Falcon. ‘‘There are some caves 
in the next ridge. Two kilometers by the road.” . 
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**Two klicks,’’ Falcon mused. ‘‘There are bound to be more 
patrols. Is there any other way to reach the caves?’’ 

‘*Jungle trails, of course. Much longer and slower.’’. 

‘“We’'ll make what time we can on the road, then take to the 
bush,”’ Falcon decided. ‘‘Keep everything quiet.’’ , 

Silently the Black Eagles strung out along the road. 

The team progressed for a kilometer. Then, the familiar 
whopping flatulence of rotor blades sent them streaking for the 
concealing safety of the tall jungle giants. 

Within seconds, a Mil Mi-4 Soviet chopper, of the type pro- 
duced in China, at the Harbin State Factory, flew along, parallel 
to the road. Two huge spotlights glowed whitely from the belly, 
each illuminating an area of twenty meters in diameter that 
overlapped at the crown of the road. The Black Eagles did not 
see the movable cannon pod at the nose, or any other armament, 
but they sensed it was there. 

Every member of the team hugged the off-side of a tree trunk 
and waited while the sky-borne snooper flapped its way over 
their positions and on along the winding strip of dirt and gravel 
toward where the militia had been ambushed. 

When the streamlined little Hound helicopter had departed a 
safe distance, Falcon called the team together. ‘‘That cuts it. The 
toad’s not safe, so we take to the bush. Where there isn’t any 
trail, we'll cut one. Dow, do you have a line on those caves from 
here so we can get a compass heading?’’ 

Before he could answer, Andrea offered new information. ‘‘I 
know the place he spoke of earlier.”” She quickly got her bearings - 
and made a quick compass sight on the only prominent terrain 
feature visible from their position, a limestone outcrop that 
jutted from a hillside some two kilometers away. She took a 
second fix and made a quick computation. She nodded con- 
fidently and turned to Falcon. ze 

**Yes. I thought it would be about there. A heading of three- 
zero-one from our present location should do it. Give or take 
two hundred meters.’’ 

“That close?’’ 

Andrea produced one of her rare smiles. ‘‘I should have been 
a pilot, perhaps? You forget I lived not far from here as a 
child.”’ 
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The Mi-4 returned to delay their departure. 

“Oughta blow that son of a bitch out of the sky,’”’ Jack 
Galchaser growled. 

**And have the whole NVA garrison down on our ass?” 
Falcon offered. . 


‘Have you ever sweated this much at night?”’ Junior Wakely 
asked of Lt. Marc Blum. 

‘*No. God, when I get back from this, I’m going to put in for 
a transfer to Alaska. Or maybe Greenland.”’ 

“You fly-boys have got it made. I just arrived here, which 
means I have an eighteen month tour to complete before I can 
even think about a transfer.” 

“The way the Air Force sees it, they put a lot of money into 
training us. They like to keep us happy.”’ 

“Yeah, I never met a jet-jockey who wasn’t a lifer. All those 
extra perks keep a guy reupping.”’ 

The ridge toward which they labored now stood out clearly ‘on 
the horizon. The team had climbed a good five hundred feet in 
altitude, through difficult jungle that had, at last, begun to thin. 
Wakely gestured toward it. 

**About time to play bear again and hibernate. ie 

Blum’s face took on an expression of horror, invisible in the 
moonless night. ‘‘Uh . . . I’m not looking forward to that.” 

“‘What’s the matter?” 

Marc Blum felt reluctant to confide in anyone. He had 
managed to hide his affliction from the Air Force and was loath 
to let anyone know. Yet he sensed in Ritchie Wakely a kindred 
soul. ‘‘Look, you’re a lot like me. We’re not used to all this 
sneak-and-peek shit. And we’re close in rank. I can tell you 
something, can’t I, that won’t go any further?” 

“Like what?”’ 

‘Bein’ in the dark like that, it, uh, bothers me a little. Yes- 
terday I got the feeling the walls would collapse, you know?” 

**Yeah. Sort of. It was spooky. Hang in there, Zeus. We gotta 
have you along to bring in the birds. You get to feeling a little 
hinky up there in the caves, come to me and we can talk it out. 
Okay?”’ 
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A smile of relief briefly revealed a flash of white, even teeth. 
“‘Great. I’d, uh, appreciate that.”’ 

From far ahead, Wakely saw a single flash of low-intensity - 
yellow light. ‘‘Dinky Dow’s found the caves. We'll be off our 
feet in another twenty minutes.”’ 

‘*Fan-tastic! And my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’’ 

“‘That’s the way, man. Fill your belly and knock off for some 
Zees. Best thing in the world for you.” 


Nguyen Van Dow crouched in the brush near the entrance of 
the cave and watched while the Black Eagles, trail and battle 
weary, trudged inside. He and Park would be the last two to 
enter. The early morning breeze sighed softly and a pale band of 
gray-white showed false dawn on the eastern horizon. They, had 
made good time, all considered, Dow reflected. The NVA, he 
considered comtemptuously, although better equipped and in 
good quality uniforms, lacked the discipline and combat acumen 
of the Viet Cong. Yes, he ad enre the VC knew how to 


fight . 


. A large, stern-faced man of middle age stood in front of 
the assembled villagers. ‘‘We have come to this village to enlist 
the support of the farmers and the patticipation of your young 
men in our war of liberation. The Viet Nam Cong San represents 
the militant defiance of the National Liberation Front against the 
unlawful government in Saigon.’’ His eyes swept over the crowd 
and seemed to settle on one small, slightly-built young man with 
a permanent expression of curiosity and disbelief, Nguyen Van 
Dow. 

“‘There is only one true government in the South, the Central 
Committee of the National Liberation Front. Together with the 
government of Comrade Ho Chi Minh in Hanoi, the NLF is 
working to accomplish the reunification of our great country in 
peaceful cooperation and co-existence, in order to present a solid 
front against the imperialist designs of the decadent West. To 
achieve this monumental goal, all must make sacrifices, each 
according to his ability. The rice assessment for this village will 
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be two fan per year.”’ 

“Two thousand &y!’’ the head man exclaimed. “But we will. 
all starve. What will we have for a cash crop?” 

‘*You will have no need for cash. You are under the protection 
of the National Front for the liberation of South Viet Nam and 
will share with all your comrades, each according to his need. 
Money is the curse of the capitalist West. From now on all 
commodities will be distributed from a central authority on an 
equitable basis. Each person will receive one half kilogram of 
rice per day. Similar quantities of manioc, sweet potatoes, 
onions, peppers, garlic, fish and poultry will also be provided.” 

“What about milk for our children?’’ one anxious mother 
who stood beside Dow inquired. 

‘If you cannot breast feed a child, you will be allowed one 
liter of water buffalo milk daily from your own communal 
herd.”’ 

~ “Communal!’’ a number of men’s voices rose in objection. 
One overpowered the others, a tone of anguish carrying clearly 
to the listeners. ‘‘But we own our buffalo.” 

**You own nothing,’ the VC cadre snapped. ‘‘Your assets 
have been liberated for the good of the State. They belong to all 
now, so that none may go without while others grow rich.’’ 

“I... but, I own eleven animals,”’ the rich villager protested. 
“Where i is compensation for them?’’ 

**You are an exploiter of the masses.’’ The cadre nodded to his 
men, pointed at the unrecalcitrant capitalist and said no more 
while three black pajama-suit clad soldiers of the Viet Cong 
walked to the farmer, seized him and literally dragged him to the 
edge of the village clearing. One of the troops drew a pistol, 
while his comrades forced the voluble man to his knees. 

Swiftly, with almost an air of indifference, the soldier with the 
pistol shot the farmer in the back of the head. The body jerked 
and spasmed a few seconds and lay still. 

“‘Now. I hope it is firmly implanted and clearly understood 
what your duties will be from now on. Next, all men in the 
village, fifteen years of age to thirty, will form in ranks over 
here.’? He pointed to a place beside the gathered VC. ‘From 
today onward, you will fight for the liberation of South Viet- 
nam. You will be soldiers of the Viet Nam Cong San.”’ 
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He indicated that the villagers were to cheer, though few 
voices joined those of his men. Stunned by this wholesale 
conscription, Nguyen Van Dow shuffled across the clearing and 
joined the others his age. Only three months past his seventeenth 
birthday and he was being taken from his home. He might never, 
he realized, see it again. And, the panicked thought struck him, 
what about Le Thi Dinh? With him gone from the village, would 
another come to mean much to her? Would she marry someone 
else? 

Over the long months that followed, Dow learned the answers 
to many questions, yet he never heard from Dinh. Many hours 
were devoted to indoctrination, lessons in Marxism and the 
meaning of the class struggle. Then the new recruits were trained 
in the Struggle Movement, a propaganda and terror operation. 
Throughout, came classes on firearms and tactics. Then he 
received his assignment to a company of the Bo Doi Dai 
“Phong—the Regionals. 

Since their inception, Dow learned, the function of these 
companies had changed and they now participated in guerrilla 
activities, directed against military and civilian targets among the 
supporters of the GVN. To his surprise, Dow took to the martial 
life. His natural talent came to the attention of superiors and he 
rose in rank, receiving more responsibilities along with | 
promotion. Three friends, two from his village and the other he 
had met in early training, did nearly as well and managed to be 
assigned to the same unit he led after a period of specialized 
training as an officer. 

“Do you write to Thi Dinh?’’ Thien Van Than, one of his 
fellow villagers inquired one day. 

**Write? How would she ever receive a letter? And besides, I 
can no more write than she can read.” The conversation, he 
recalled, had been before this promotion to lieutenant. Would 
that it had never happened, he often thought bitterly later on.. 

“There are classes, Dow. You could learn. You've always been 
a smart fellow.’ - 

‘*We have classes in Marxism, in propaganda, in many things. 
Where would I find the time?”’ 

He had, though, and advanced rapidly, soon being able to 
read in Vietnamese and French. His knowledge of the latter 
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language came from precious hordes of captured documents 
preserved since the long past days of the struggles against the 
French. He began to compose long, flowery letters, often 
including some scrap of poetry he had composed, for Dinh. 

Her replies came by way of the chairman of the village 
administrative committee, who also served as vice-chairman of 
the Hoi Nong Dan Giai Phong—the Farmer’s Liberation Asso- 
ciation, the most important man in the most important 
organization inside Viet Cong held territory. She wrote of life in 
the village and of how she missed him, though proud of his 
heroic contributions to the worker’s struggle. 

‘As Dow’s career advanced, his letters became more adroit and 
the young lovers discussed their future marriage in terms that 
pleased their Communist masters. Then, after nearly a year of 
impassioned correspondence, Dinh’s letters ceased. 

“I can’t understand it,’ Dow related to his company 
commander. ‘‘We had only a short while to be apart, then we 
were to be married.” 

Wiser in the ways of couples separated by war, the captain did 

-not make the most obvious reply..He sat as though in deep 
study. At last he approached the subject obliquely. 

**Perhaps she has undertaken some patriotic work for the 
cause, Comrade Lieutenant. She may be serving away from the 
village and cannot write.’’ 

“*But she would have told me,’’ Dow protested. 

“Not so. Particularly if it involved secret operations.’’ 

“Dinh? For her to be involved in something dangerous .. . 
why, I. . . I cannot see such a thing.” 

When his long and anxiously awaited leave came around, Dow 
hurried to his village. Dinh was not there to greet him. The 
young boys made much over his promotions and fine new 
AK-47. When he asked of his beloved, though, no one would 
give him a straight answer. Frustrated in every effort, he at last 
made his inquiry formal by an appeal to the village administra- 
tive committee. Old Ba Nam Trang, who had patiently written 
Dinh’s letters and read his, gave him an evasive answer. 

“She . . . is no longer here. She, ah, came to the attention of 

. the district chief, the, ah, commissar. She is, ah, working for him 
at the armed village of Thanh Son.”’ 


138 


Sudden. suspicion placed icy fingers around Dow’s heart. 
*“How do you mean, ‘came to the attention’?”’ 

“Well... ah, it was, ah, her letters to you that did it. They 
all had to be reviewed, you understand. Comrade Thom became 
impressed with her purity of spirit and her dedication to the 
principles of the workers’ struggle. He summoned her to Thanh 
Son three months ago.’ 

‘But . . . we are to be married. I will go there.” 

“That would not be wise, Dow,’” Ba advised: 

“I shall go anyway.” 

At Thanh Son, he did not find Dinh, but questions quickly 
brought response. ‘‘Oh, you mean that tasty piece Comrade 
Thom passed out among his close associates after he tired of her? 
Ah, yes. Such a pity, that one,’’ a talkative soldier told him. 

*‘What do you mean by that?’’ Dow demanded. 

“Eh? You must have been away at the fighting a long time, 
‘Comrade Lieutenant. Comrade Thom brought her. here from 
some obscure village. A real looker she was, too. They say she 
fought like a cat, but finally old ‘Four Balls’? Thom bedded her 
and made her purr, you can believe. After he grew bored with 
her lack of variety, Comrade Thom gave her to his favorites to 
amuse themselves. When they got rid of her it would have been 
us common soldiers’ turn . . . if she hadn’t killed herself.’’ 

“‘S-she’s d-dead? Dinh? Dinh .. . dead?’’ Stunned by this 
harsh revelation and pierced by grief, Dow stumbled away, not 
waiting for the man’s reply. 

He mourned the loss of his beautiful Dinh for three days. 
Then a hot fury replaced grief and he devised one impossible 
scheme after another to get revenge. The hours of each day 
became a torment to him. When his leave ended and he returned 
to his station, he took aside his friends from the village and told 
them what happened. 

Thom’s callous cruelty, arrogance and indifference to the 
suffering of others shocked him. It gave birth to doubts about 
the whole NLF system and a slowly rising anger. They had been 

‘told that they were risking their lives and making a major 
sacrifice to free their people from just such inhumanity. Through 
Dow’s tragedy, they both felt betrayed. Carefully they 
individually sounded out the fourth member of the close team. 
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He, too, they found, had stories to tell of injustices carried out 
in the name of “‘liberation.’” When Dow’s plight was revealed to 
him, he staunchly announced his intention of deserting and 
possibly joining with the GVN forces. 

In spite of his despair, Dow recalled, he had found the idea 
electrifying. He gave his approval to the idea and plans began to 
form. Only one thing, he insisted, had to be included. He would 
settle scores with Thom first, then they would strike out to find 
GVN troops and turn themselves in. 

A patrol that went out a month later seemed ideally suited. 
Each of the plotters watched for an opportunity. Then, when a 
hit-and-run ambush turned into a major firefight, Dow and his 
three friends faded away into the dense jungle. 

“But how are we ever possibly going to get a shot at this 
Comrade Thom of yours?’’? Phung Van Hao, who was not of 
their village, asked after they put a safe distance between them 
and their former comrades. 

*T will find a way. Don’t worry. They have taught us well. We 
will use those skills,’’ Dow told the trio. 

For two weeks the four young men lived off the land. They 
escaped detection and built up a dossier of Thom’s movements, 
habits and security precautions. At last, Dow felt he had the 
way. 

“Tomorrow, Thom goes to My Long. To get there, he will 
have to pass through this narrow defile and cross this bridge,” 
Dow told the others. ‘“‘That’s where we hit him. There will only 
be five men with him, as usual. We will have surprise and terrain 
on our side.’’ 

‘*What about this?” Phung inquired enthusiastically. ‘“We get 

- them all on the bridge and blow it up. We have the explosives we 
took away with us.’’ 

“Too noisy,’? Thien protested. 

Dow considered the idea in silence a moment. “And too 
impersonal for my liking. Say we do it this way. We wait until 
nearly all of them are off the bridge. What do we care about a 
little noise then? We'll blow it up. With one man on the far side, 
firing on automatic, they will think the attack is coming from 
there and rush forward . . . right to where the rest of us will be 
waiting. But remember, Thom is mine.”’ 
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The four men studied the proposal a moment. “I like it,”’ 
Phung declared. ‘‘But-how will the man on the other side get 
away?’ 

“Simple. We use a small charge, near the abutment. It will kill 
or stun whoever is on the bridge and still leave enough intact for 
the sniper to cross over later.’’ 

“*You are a genius, Dow!’’ Le Van Phat exclaimed. 

“*Yes,”? Phung agreed. ‘‘And I get to use the explosives. It will 
be a glorious bang!”’ 

“Save some to cut off pursuit,” Dow cautioned, ‘‘at this next 
bridge.” . 

Dow frequently recalled with pleasure the ambush he si his 
three friends set up. The day turned out perfect. Monsoon winds 
whipped rain-laden clouds low into the valleys and sent gray, 
obscuring sheets of water slanting through the air. Visibility was 
reduced to a few meters. Comrade Thom, a stickler for schedule, 
arrived exactly on time. Le Van Phat volunteered to take the far 
side and signaled with a raucous bird call when the smaall party 
passed his position. 

When Phung set off his charge, severed chunks of the last man 
on the bridge rose into the air along with wet hunks of mud and 
large slivers of wood. Immediately, Le’s AK opened fire. 

‘An attack!’ one of the guards yelled. 

“But... how??? Comrade Thom demanded. 

*‘Never mind. We are under attack. This way,’’ the sergeant in 
charge bellowed. 

The surviving five rushed forward, confident that the distant 
bend in the road would put them safely beyond the enemy. 
Bullets tore the brush and ground around them and one man 
staggered and fell behind. Then they reached the place where . 
Dow and two men waited. 

A scything sheet of 7.62mm slugs slashed horizontally into 
vulnerable flesh. and two soldiers went down. Another spun 
away, not able to bring his weapon into use, a thick stream of 
blood bubbling over his lips. From behind the fleeing party, 
another AK-47 opened up and stitched a line from buttocks to 
neck on the last guard, He lurched forward and fell in a grisly 
heap. 

- Comrade Thom stood alone among the grotesquely sprawled 
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corpses of his bodyguard. All firing had ceased. The fat, fiftyish 
- commissar’s eyes bulged and he had developed a nervous tic in 
his left cheek. His hand twitched and he reached for the pistol 
holstered at his thick waist. Nguyen Dow stepped onto the road, 
his AK held easily at his side, muzzle on Thom. 

“I loved Dinh. You took her from me and degraded her. I 
wanted you to know why you are dying.’’ 

Before the startled commissar could react, Dow’s finger 
tightened on the trigger. A malevolent burst of slugs ripped into 
Thom’s body... 

Bullets chopped into the politico’s thighs and groin. Thom fell 
to the ground in a writhing heap. Dow stepped forward and 
kicked Thom in the face. The commissar flopped on his back. 
Bubbles of blood popped from his pulverized mouth as Thom 
sobbed for mercy. 

Dow laid his AK-47 aside. He would not settle for anything 
less than the most personal method in claiming his final 
vengeance for Dinh’s death. 

Dow fell upon Thom and easily pinned the fat man’s arms 
under his knees. His fingers clawed into the sides of Thom’s head 
for a firm grip, while he inserted his thumbs into the corners of 
the commissar’s eyes. 

It was easy. He simply dug the thumbs in hard and Thom’s 
eyeballs burst from their sockets. The commissar shrieked and 
convulsed in agony. Dow held his victim until Thom went into 
shock. Then he slowly shoved his thumbs deeper inside the 
bloodied cavities which had once contained eyes..He felt them 
puncture Thom’s brain. The Communist official died as he had 
lived—in a brutal, heinous manner. 

A week later, Dow led his stalwart friends to GVN lines and 
they surrendered. After interrogation they were put in isolation 
for a month, then released on proviso they joined ARVN. Dow 
did so gladly. A compulsion to make the Viet Cong pay for the 
ruin of his life bound him to his new country far stronger than 
any sense of duty .. 


. » Dow’s sense of duty to Falcon, a man he admired beyond 
words, and the team, whom he had come to find a competent 
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and likable group to fight with, sent him on another round of the 
jungle near the cave entrance. All signs of their passage had been 
obliterated. Nothing indicated that any watchers lurked near-by. 
Satisfied, Dow returned and entered their sanctuary. 

“Everything is secure,’’ he reported to Falcon. 

“Good. Would you sort of, ah, keep an eye on Blum? He’ s 
acting unusually nervous. I know Malpractice ‘has been 
mothering him some, pills and all. Now he’s huddled with Junior 
Wakely. It might be well if someone else is aware of the 
problem.”* 

“Is it a problem?”’ Dow offered, the fingers of his left hand 
stroking the handle of the K-bar knife strapped to the side of his 
pack. : 

“Not-that much ... . so far,’’ Falcon concluded, fully aware 
of Dow’s meaning. The success of the mission rested with him. 
The tough young American captain had no illusions about 
priorities. If Blum’s unusual behavior endangered the team or its 
mission, then something.permanent would have to be done. 

“‘Culpepper, Olobong, take the first watch. Everyone else grab 
something to eat and get some sleep.’ - 


“No! Oooooh, no!’’ Mare Blum sat upright, face pale, eyes 
bulging, slick perspiration streaming down his cheeks from his 
pallid forehead. Even his hair hung lank and damp in twisted 
clumps. 

“Quiet,” Ritchie Wakely urged him. “Take it easy. 
Everything is all right.’’ 

“‘No it’s not,”” Blum wailed. ‘‘Can’t you see them? The dogs? 
They’re coming after us. Big, so big and black!’’ He trembled 
and cast a frightened gaze around the dimly lighted cave. ‘‘The 
walls. I hear them rumbling, grinding. They’re closing in on us. 
Ocooh, help me!”’ 

Falcon reached the young lieutenant in four swift strides. He 
grabbed Blum’s jaw tightly in strong fingers and squeezed at the 
nerve centers until the terrified man subsided slightly. His voice 
came as a growl and ice rimmed his frigid green eyes. _ 

“Shut that up or I’ll strangle you right now. Malpractice, 
bring in a needle.’’ 
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McCorkel dug into his streamlined Special Forces field medica 
kit and brought out a phial of Demerol. Falcon and Wakely helc 
the trembling man in place while the medic measured the dosagt 
and injected Blum. Within twenty seconds he began to relax, the 
near-hysteria retreating so that he could talk coherently. 

“I... I’m sorry, Captain. It’s just that ... places like thi: 
get to mé. They always have.’’ 

**How did you get into the Air Force, then?”’ 

“I never told them about it. And... in anything open, hike 
an aircraft, I don’t have any trouble.” 

. “*A lot is riding on you in this mission, Blum. You'll have tc 
keep a TA from here on out.’’ He turned to McCorkel. ‘‘Mal 
practice, do you have anything for a case like this?’’ 

““We can’t keep him stoned on Demerol all the time, sir. I have 
a bottle of tranks. Some ten milligram Librium. I can give hir 
one every: four hours.’’ 

“It... it only happens to me when we go into caves.”’ 

“Then I can start it four hours before daybreak.”’ 

“Will it affect his combat effectiveness?’’ 

*“Who can tell? Not a small dose like that. If he gets chargec 
up thinking about caves, this should be only enough to take th 
edge off.’’ 

“Do it, then. Blum, we can’t jeopardize this mission for you 
emotiorial peace. From now on, talk it out with someone. Don’t 
let it get bottled up inside. And there will be someone on guarc 
over you every rest stop until we get out of this cave country.’ 

“J... feel ashamed, Captain. It’s not that I want to 
- only ...only.. .’’ His voice drifted off as the Demerol took 
effect. 

“That should put him out for about three hours, sir,’’ Mal- 
practice informed Falcon. 

“Sounds perfect.”’ 

Outside, Len and Thran, boys of nine or ten, stood wide-eyed 
and shaking. The horrid noises they had heard must have come 
from the cave. They had heard the old stories of monsters and 
dragons living in the caves that abounded around their village. 
Out cutting wood with their father, they had decided to brave 
these myths, as the new teachers called them, by personal 
exploration. : 
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““Oooooh! Nooooo!”’ the alien sounds came again. 

‘‘A dragon,’’ Len whispered, his eyes saucered in awed fear. 

‘Or a monster,’’ Thran added to cover all possibilities. 

““We must hurry before it comes out and eats us,’’ Len soberly 
advised. . 

“We should tell father. He will know what to do.” 

Together, holding hands to sustain their courage, the 
youngsters rushed off to find their woodsman father. He knew 
indeed how to deal with dragons. 

“I will lose a days’ work, but this must be reported to the 
militia.”’ 


An hour before darkness fell, Sgt. Park hurried into the cave. 
His mobile features worked with the excitement of his news. 
‘Militia, about ten minutes from here. They look like they know .. 
where they are going. There are two young boys and a civilian 
with them.’’ 

“‘Damn Blum and his claustrophobia!’’ Falcon exploded. For 
a fleeting moment he wondered if it would not have been better 
to have killed the unstable flier. Back in the States, a part of his 
mind chided him, people would be horrified at the idea of killing 
one of your own over something as insignificant as claustro- 
phobia. That’s back home, another, more coldly logical portion 
countered. Yeah. But could he do it? Blum’s not wounded, the 
argument went on. Like hell, he’s not. It might not bleed, but he 
is a: casualty every. bit as much as a man with a foot shot off. 
Perhaps more so, because we can’t see the wound. Roughly, 
Falcon jerked himself back to the present. 

“Company coming,’’ he announced to the team. “‘Let’s get 
into positions to take them the minute they show their faces. No 
prisoners and no survivors.”’ 


The briefing for the unavoidable battle took only a few 
minutes. Falcon stood in the mouth of the cave and watched 
while the Black Eagles took their positions. Andrea, Sgt. 
Culpepper, Matador Rivera and Horny Jack volunteered for the 
most critical, and dangerous, positions, a hundred meters down- 
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hill from the cave, dug in among some rocks. They. waved when 
in place. 

Junior Wakely led out with Dinky Dow and Olobong along. 
Bugs Olobong could not stop grinning, his large, protuberant 
front teeth gleaming in the late afternoon sun. In the other 
direction, forming a second hidden file, went Remington Snow, 
with O’Quinn and Park, Everything depended on how calm 
these six remained. They were the key, the vital factor upon 
which this gamble had been based. Falcon glanced at Blum on 
his right. 

_ “You have your shit together?”’ 

“*y-yes, Captain. I’m a bit groggy, but I can shoot.”’ 

“(Make sure you hit what you aim at. Malpractice, you ready 
to treat wounded?” 

“Ours or theirs?”’ 

**You heard my order. No survivors. We're in a tight spot. I 
don’t think we’re going to get out of it without a few wounded.” 

“You’re the boss. But, Christ, we’re like sittin’ ducks out 
here. They have us with our backs to this cave. Not any chance 
to pull out.” 

“*That’s what we want their commander to think.”’ 


Captain Dang Van Tam had strong doubts about this mission 
of foolishness. He kept glancing at the two children who had 
brought the incredible word of a dragon in the cave. Dragon 
indeed! The scary tale of two small boys, one of whom wet him- 
self from fear, is hardly the solid evidence on which a patrol 
should be launched. But, then, he relented, the report of Maong 
guerrillas was real enough. 

Logic dictated that they would remain hidden during the day. 
Perhaps one was wounded. Or had died of wounds? That would 
account for the noise the boys said they heard. He glanced again 
at the two lads, accompanied by their father. 

‘Right up here, Comrade Captain,’’ the elder boy declared, 
pointing a grubby finger toward a ridge visible through the trees. 

“They could be gone by now ...if there ever has been 
someone here.”’ 

“Oh, there is something, I swear it, Comrade Captain.” 


166 


**Yes, I know. Dragons.’’ Dang signaled for a halt and slipped 
through the concealing vegetation for a closer look. 

Ah! There did appear to be someone there. Two, no three 
persons moved about in the dark shadows of the mouth to the 
cave. He felt sure of it. And there, below a way. Could that be 
more? He waited, unsure. He heard a voice, faint, speaking some 
incomprehensible language. Maong? It didn’t sound like it. 
Carefully Captain Dang eased himself back to where he could 
stand erect and hurried to the waiting troops. 

**The boys were not decieved,’’ he announced. ‘“‘Someone is in 
the cave. I saw what could be more a hundred meters down the 
slope. We will make one attack. That should be enough. Do not ° 
stop firing or advancing until we overwhelm them. They have 
fallen into a trap, that is certain. They have no way out. All we 
. must do is squeeze them.”’ 

Quickly he deployed his men and they started forward. He 
kept fifteen in reserve with him, to commit when the balance 
tipped one way or the other. 

A sudden, loud, sustained burst of unfamiliar weapons sent 
him dashing forward to discover what had happened. 


Indistinct movement began at the edge of the trees. Andrea 
tensed and peered intently at the spot where she expected to see 
the first militiaman. Yes, there! She had been right. 

First one, then three more uniformed troopers entered the 
open, rock-strewn area downhill from the cave. Ah, she exulted, 
ad have never changed tactics. Any moment now. - Hold 

. hold. 

Oecd fire!” she shouted in Vietnamese. 

Immediately the men to either side blasted away with their 
weapons. Matador worked with the same cool efficiency that 
Andrea sought always to exhibit. Culpepper let off short, 
disciplined bursts, while Jack Galchaser took quick aim to send a 
single shot toward each target. 

Most, Andrea noticed, were head shots. Half a dozen North 
Vietnamese militia lay sprawled on the ground. More broke out 
of hiding and rushed over the uneven ground toward their pain- 
fully vulnerable position. For a moment she wondered if Falcon 
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knew what he had done. Then, above her she heard the bedlam 
of fire erupt. Good. Almost time. 

She studied the advancing enemy. Nearly all the ground 
between her position and the trees now held a militia soldier. 

"Culpepper, give me three fast rounds on that blooper.” 

“This thing ain’t as fast as an M-Seventy-nine, but I'll give 
you what I can,’’ he drawled. His habit of reverting to Georgia 
- “colored’’ talk under the stress of combat irritated her. She 
shook it off and counted the 40mm grenade rounds as they left 
the CGL-r. under the barrel of Culpepper’s M-16. 

**, .. and three! Let’s hit it now,’’ Andrea yelled to the others 
over the cacophony of the battle. ‘‘Slow. Keep it slow.”’ 

Firing behind them, the quartet worked .their way uphill, 
dangerously exposed to the incoming rounds of their enemy. 


Dinky Dow watched more and more of the enemy troops push 
deep inside the hidden, extended “thorns” of the flankers. Such a 
simple solution Falcon had devised. It seemed terribly familiar. 
In front of him a sergeant yelled at lagging riflemen, who spurted 
forward into the clearing and lost one of their number before 
taking two steps. A perfect defense that also constituted a perfect 
attacking position. 

That’s it! He had the answer. He knew this deadly deployment 
from the long-ago days before the Black Eagles had been 
activated. Falcon had used it often in the chess games they 
played at the base camp. The Farenchetti development. Nearly 
unbeatable. Pleased at his ability to determine the source of 
Falcon’s inspiration, Dow took his eyes off the enemy. who 
streamed by and studied Lt. Wakely on his right. 

‘Wakely seemed steady, if a bit excited. His eyes in turn were 
cast in the direction of the cave. Tensely the two so different 
fighting men waited for the signal they knew would soon come. 


Perfect! The enemy has broken and foolishly retreated to their 
doom in the cave, Dang Van Tam thought delightedly. Their fate 
is sealed now. Strange, the militia captain pondered. One of 
them seems to be a woman, in uniform, too. The others are big, 
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two with paint-smeared, pale faces, one black . . . Americans! 

“Lt. Hao,”’ he called to his second in command. ‘‘Observe. 
There are Americans among these guerrillas.’’ 

“I’m not so certain these are Maong guerrillas, sir,’’ Hao 
replied. ; 

“Of course they are. And stupid ones at that. They retreat into 
the cave. There is no escape. I want the word passed to the men, 
take one or more of the Americans alive. There will be pro- 
motion for everyone involved, you mark what I say. Send in the 
reserve. They’re trapped . . . and at our mercy!’ 
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THIRTEEN 


- They’re falling for it! John Snow could hardly contain his excite: 
ment. Terrific, he thought. Only a few seconds more. If only 
Junior keeps his cool we can get them all in the trap. | 

In front of him, a steady stream of militia troops worked 
through a narrow spot, constricted by tall rocks, and then spread 
out to join in the assault. Their expression were grim, as most 
soldiers in combat are, yet their countenances seemed aglow with 
the confidence of victory. Snow made a quick mental count. At 
least a reinforced platoon in strength, he estimated. So many for 
only thirteen to face. Falcon had better be right about this. One 
mistake and we are all in deep shit. 

_ There! ; 

Culpepper had fired his white phosphorous grenade. The 
white smoke billowed from the scarred trunk of a huge tree, in 
clear sight of the waiting ‘‘horns’’ of the battle formation. 

Carefully Snow selected his first target. 

The man in Snow’s sights flew away under a rain of slugs. 
Subconsciously he counted others falling, while a few turned in 

-Surprised confusion toward the flanks, from where the deadly 
fire withered their ranks. Meticulously, the team sergeant 
switched to another target and squeezed the trigger. 


All sorts of hell’s bustin’ loose back there, Calvin Culpepper 
thought to himself as he scrambled up the steep slope toward the 
cave. Somehow, it didn’t feel natural to be running away from a 
fight. ; 

“Behind these rocks,’’ Andrea commanded. ‘‘We’ll tum on 
them here.” 

Quickly Culpepper dropped into a comfortable prone position 
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behind two boulders that provided him cover while the space 
between afforded a good field of fire. He emptied one magazine - 
downhill toward the charging militia men and had the satis- 
faction of seeing three Gooks stitched across chests and 
abdomens, 

One hurled his AK-47 high in the air, uttered a thin, keening 
cry and pitched onto his face. Another simply crumpled to the 
ground, a deflated life-size blow-up doll. The third struggled 
forward two strides, the body running without conscious control, 
then did a slow turn to the left, blood pumping from four ugly 
exit wounds, and fell on the red-black soil in a twitching heap. 
Culpepper changed magazines, then charged his CGL-4. 

Gotta keep ’em down there where the real killin’s goin’ on, he 
thought as he set the sight. The Colt Grenade Launcher belched 
and a 40mm projectile sailed out in a lazy arc. Rapidly as 
possible with the single-shot device, he put three more out. 

High explosive and anti-personnel shrapnel rounds burst 
among the advancing militia. Men screamed and fell aside, while 
others lay silently on the ground, spilling out their lives. Fire 
increased from the flanks. : 

Hot damn, Culpepper thought, tommy gun. day at the 
shooting gallery. The surprised Gooks fell in large swaths. He 
slid another HE cartridge into the CGL-4 and looked closer at 
their position. 

“*Awh, shit! Those dudes are gettin’ too close,’’ he. muttered 
under his breath. 

Thirty meters away, a North Vietnamese rose from the 
protective cover of a large rock and started to hurl an RGD-5S 
Soviet handgrenade. Before he could, Culpepper took snap aim 
and blooped out the 40mm HE round. 

_ At such short range, it still whizzed along with fair speed when 
it slammed into the Gook’s gut. It detonated a fraction of a 
second after entering the abdominal cavity. 

He seemed to swell, following the muffled report, and, like an 
over-inflated balloon, burst outward. Blood and fluids made a 
gigantic spray, punctuated by chunks of flesh and long, writhing 
coils of bloated intestine. 

_Messy! Culpepper thought. With the enemy so close, he 
switched to buckshot rounds. 
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-Junior Wakely worried that his men would get over-anxious 
and trip off a round before the signal. His palms were sweaty 
and he felt a bit giddy. This was one hell of a lot of troops to be 
taking on. Carefully he sized up the number of men pouring past 
his position. It should by any time now, he reasoned. His glance 
swept the kill zone and caught the flash and ‘billow of the WP 

- grenade. An instant before the flankers opened fire, he heard the 
bop! of the CGL-4. 

“Firel’? Junior yelled. 

To his delight he saw that it just might work. Infiladed fire 
withered the stunned, inexperienced troops caught between the 
curving arms of the flankers. Panic disordered the charge and 

. the confused soldiers began to mill about, taking more casualties 
in the process. Off to his right, Wakely spotted half a dozen 
steadier soldiers who had dropped to the ground and started to 
return fire. They would have to be dealt with . . . and quickly. 
*‘Adjust right!’’ the young lieutenant shouted to his men. 
At the same moment, the six experienced militiamen decided 
to charge. They rose as one and ran directly toward where 
Wakely conducted the killing business of the left ‘thorn.’ 
-Wakely’s M-16 bucked lightly against his shoulder in a steady 
rhythm of spaced shots. The first two slugs smacked into the lead 
trooper, high in his chest. The bullets hit with such force that his 


. head was nearly ripped from his body. He took a faltering, 


undirected step, neck stub fountaining blood, then crashed to the 
red earth. The others came on. 

Carefully, Wakely took aim again. Then he felt a stinging, 
burning line of agony along the base of his neck. It hurt like hell, 
but he had no time to check it. He hadn’t gone down, he 
reasoned, so it couldn’t be anything serious. Not even worth a 
purple heart. Another of the enemy had gone down so he took 
aim on the third. 

Beside him he heard Olobong curse in Filipino. Wakely: took 
the risk of checking his men, an example he had learned from 
Falcon. What he saw made him chuckle with relief. 

A slug had ripped apart the canteen Olobong carried on his 
right side. Unhurt, he was nevertheless furious. A split second 
later, Wakely saw the man who had fired the shot. He stood 
partly covered by the trunk of a massive tree, calmly readjusting 
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tis aim. With a thrill ‘of satistection, wakey. proved himself 
faster. 

Two 5.56mm slugs shredded the Coaanise soldier’s left 
shoulder and a third shattered his skull. He flew backward out of 
sight. 

“Give ’em hell!’? Wakely bellowed. 


What had gone wrong? Capt. Dang Van Tam staggered about 
Jrunkenly, his mind in a state of panicked confusion. His almost 
‘extbook assault had been turned into a rout. How? All around 
iim men died. 

“‘Fall back!’ he shouted. ‘‘Regroup and close on the flanks!”’ 

No one listened. Frightened men, mere raw recruits, ran past 
iim, seeking safety, only to fall to the blistering fire of the 
ridden men on their flanks. Dang felt a hammer blow in his right 
shoulder and he dropped his Makarov pistol. A quick look 
showed him that the bullet must have been almost spent. It had 
10t ripped on out of his body, to leave him a mangled wreck, 
‘lowly bleeding to death. He retrieved his Soviet automatic with 
iis left hand and reeled diagonally across the bloody ‘field 
without any set destination. 

All around him he heard the crackle of American small arms. 
His men screamed and died, the wounded groaned and he could 
think of nothing... nothing! to bring order out of this 
gnominious chaos. What he didn’t hear was the soft boom of 
Sulpepper’s CGL-4. 

Its detonating crack ruptured his eardrums while its shrapnel 
ihredded his intestines. 


A wild sense of glee enraptured Robert Falconi: It worked! It 
1ad really worked! Nearly twenty-two hundred years old and the 
ancient tactic unfolded before him by the numbers. What a fool, 
1e thought. The enemy commander had committed all! his 
roops. New faces began to show among the charging militia. 
Now for Culpepper’s Willie Peter. Before he could voice a 
command of his own, he heard Andrea’s voice, high and thin, 
ibove the roar of battle. 
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“‘Now, Sam Spade. The white phosphorus!” 

_A moment later, white smoke blossomed upward. A torrent ¢ 
fire erupted from the flanks. A reinforced platoon, he rejoicec 
_ caught like flies on sticky paper. Falcon raised his weapon an 
sighted again. 

An Oriental face, whitened by fear, appeared in his sights. H 
squeezed gently on the trigger and blew the charging figure awa’ 
Beside him, Blum opened up, spraying a pair of Gooks wh 
broke to the side in an attempt to flank Andrea. 

“Good eye, Blum,”’ Falcon allowed the young pilot. _ 

Falcon listened with satisfaction to the steady boom ¢ 
O’Quinn’s M-14, a loud, solid sound in the crackling mele 
Below him Andrea halted her section and they melted down int 
_ the rocks. Falcon and the two with him sprayed their magazin 
-dry to provide them time to effectively return fire. 

Culpepper opened up first. He followed the same procedur 

’ - backing his teammates until they brought their weapons to bea 

Then he opened up with the CGL-4. 

Beautiful, beautiful, Falcon rejoined. The man’s a natural. H 
watched while the 40mm grenades began to burst with devasts 
ting effect among the squeezed-together troops. A niggling wort 
about the amount of expended ammunition worked on a part ¢ 

his mind. . 

“Slow fire! Slow fire!l’? he bellowed out. Immediate! 
Culpepper let off another WP grenade. 

Now aimed shots ticked off individual targets, one aft 
another. The enemy response faltered, drained off to nothin, 
Falcon searched for another target—only to find none. 

**Cease firing!’’ Falcon felt a sense of elation unlike an 
before encountered. There were regular troops, if only militia. . 

- large force, defeated by thirteen determined defender. 
Incredible. 

“*Clean up the field,’ Andrea ordered from below. 

The grisly task of mopping up began. Wounded men, wh 
cried out for mercy were dispatched with single shots from the 
own weapons. Not a member of the large patrol survived. Falco 
looked out over the carnage to see O’Quinn approaching. 

The burly Marine sergeant had his M-14 slung over or 
shoulder and he bore an unusual burden. Two small boy. 
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squirming and screaming, dangled from his upraised hands. 
Even from this distance, their terrified little faces seemed to be 
all eyes to Falcon. He wondered briefly where they had come 
from. Then, suddenly, the amusement drained away. : 

A man in civilian clothes burst from the bush, a big knife in _ 
one hand, an AK in the other. He rushed directly at O’Quinn, 
encumbered with his wriggling captives. In a swift, smooth 
motion, Falcon swung up his M-16 and took quick aim. - 

Two rounds smacked into the attacking man’s chest and he 
leaped sideways in the air, feet kicking a deadly rhythm. Blood 
sprayed the greenery and spattered rocks around the flying: 
corpse. 

“Chal Chal”’ the larger boy shrieked in horror. | 

The kids’ father, Falcon thought with regret. What the hell — 
were they doing here anyway? O’Quinn approached with his . 
charges. 

“Thanks, Falcon. That Dink nearly had me.”’ ; 

‘*We aim to please,’’ Falcon returned. ‘“What have we got | 
here?’’ 

“The little buggers were hidin’ in the bush. The bigger one 
tried to pop me with a Ruskie pistol. Only his hand wasn’t big 
enough to hold it and reach the trigger.”’ 

‘*Andrea,’’. Falcon called. ‘‘Find out who they are and what 
the hell they’re doing here.”’ 

Patiently Andrea interrogated the boys. ‘“‘Their names are Len 
and Thran. Their father—the one you wasted—was a woodcut- 
ter. This moming they came with him and wanted to see the 
cave. They say they heard the dragon roaring inside and hurried 
to tell their father. He brought the militia back.’’. . 

‘“‘Hummm.”’ Falcon studied the problem a moment. “‘Tie 
them loosely and put them in the shade of a tree along the trail.”” 

**You’re gonna let ’em go?” O’Quinn shot at him. 

“They are only children. If it hadn’t been for Blum’s cracking 
up, none of this would have happened. We could have 
neutralized the old man and the kids and gone on our may: So 
this time they get a walk.’’ 

“They’re the enemy, Falcon,’”” Park declared in a A: hard 
voice. ‘“‘Children or adults, they’re still the enemy. Do you think - 
the Viet Cong or the NVA would be merciful with American 
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children if they were in our place in your country?” 

‘Maybe that’s exactly why I don’t want to waste two unarmec 
kids,’ Falconi replied. ‘“Because we are different from thi 
. people we’re fighting. Individual lives don’t mean shit to thos: 

bastards in Hanoi, but they mean something to us. If we're nc 
better than they are, we may as well go home.”’ 

Park shrugged and nodded in resignation. Falcon was righ 

. --. and yet he was wrong. He of all people should know thi 
nature of the Orient. Those boys would grow up fanatic 
Communists and would some day kill Americans. Park wa: 
‘willing to bet on it. 

Dinky Dow sauntered up, his face alight with a broad grin 
proud of his diagnosis of Falcon’s tactics. ‘‘Farenchett 
development, eh, Captain?” . 

' ‘Wrong. Hannibal, the battle of Canea, seventy-nine B.c.”” 

Crestfallen, Dow blinked. ‘‘Not Farenchetti?”’ ° 

“No. Maybe next time. Our purpose is to avoid pitchec 
battles, though. Here, we’re the VC. We have no means o} 
supply in a hostile land. Police up anything we can use. I figurc 

_we have no more than twenty minutes to be a long way awa} 
from here before someone reacts to all that ordnance going off 
We'll leave the boys a couple klicks from here to help confuss 
matters.”’ 


‘*Dragons in caves? American troops in Hoa Binh Province’ 
Children who are tied up and left to tell such preposterou: 
stories?’’ General Song paused a moment to let the obviou: 
ridiculousness of the content of the report sink in on hi 
subordinates..‘‘Are we babies to be entranced.by mythical tales‘ 
It is a band of guerrillas, gentlemen. Nothing more.’’ 

“But,”’ Col. Van interjected, ‘“‘an entire militia unit wipec 
out? Never before have the Maong been so formidable.’’ 

‘They learn, as we did in the old days with Uncle Ho, is thai 
not so, Comrade Van? As for Americans being present, it is no! 
so difficult to explain. A downed flyer or two, perhaps the entire 
crew of an observation plane.”’ 

“The General is right, Comrade Van,’’ Capt. Gow put in 
“There was that observation flight two nights ago. It could have 
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been shot down west of here and the crew joined the guerrillas.’ 

Van Try Vong pulled a long face. ‘‘Perhaps. But I remain 
unconvinced. Find me some Maong, Comrade Captain. Any 
ones will do for now. Then we can start learning about these 
guerrillas of yours.’’ His shifty, beady eyes steadied and bored 
into Capt. Gow’s face. Suddenly he came to his feet and paced 
nervously around the office. “There is more to this than you 
think, Comrade Gow. Look at it. On the face it makes no sense 
at all. A small band of rebellious tribesmen do not annihilate an 

- entire, trained militia detachment. I am the head of security and 
I order you to look into it. Pick out all the inconsistencies. Use 
your brain, man.”’ 

“You are distressing yourself over a trifle, old friend,”’ Song 
interrupted. He patted his trim, hard waist and turned close-set, 
flinty eyes on Van. ‘‘The evidence of these small boys is, by its 
source, greatly exaggerated. After all, their father was. killed 
before their eyes. Someone is teaching the reactionary forces how 
to fight better. It could be the Americans the youngsters say were 
with this band. In any case, I trust Comrade Gow’ s instincts . 
and my own.”’ 

“The evidence brought back by our own patrol can not be 
discounted,’? Van snapped. ‘‘The entire area had been 
meticulously scoured. Only a few stray cartridge cases, lodged in 
among the rocks, remained to indicate that American-made arms 
had been used. This far North? How did they get them? There 
was only token mutilation of the bodies and no crossbow was 
used this time. It all adds up to something extremely serious. I, 
too, discount the boys’ story about a dragon in the cave that spit 
fire, smoke and thunder. That is obviously a grenade launcher. 
For the rest, I would like to probe deeper into their account.” 

‘Perhaps you would like to interrogate the boys in private? 
They are eleven and ten years old, I am told,’’ Gen. Song spat 
out coldly. 

Van flushed momentarily, then his features went deathly 
white. He swallowed and bit off an angry retort. Defeated, he 
shrugged and started toward the door. 

“Tl leave you with your foolish delusions, then, Comrades. It 
is obvious that my theory of what is-going on is not welcome.’’ 

‘Before you go, Comrade Van,’”’ the general icily grated, 
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‘please explain the point of this theory, something you have so- 
far failed to do.” 

‘Just this . . . I believe there has been an incursion into our 
territory by a special American task force. Their mission should 
be obvious to you, Comrade General. They mean to take this 
pagoda and assassinate you.” 

Song nearly shouted out in laughter. ‘‘Preposterous, At best, 
the Americans only know my name through a roster of officers, 
filched by some minion of the Central Intelligence Agency in 
Hanoi, We have been most careful in building a screen of silence 
and secrecy around this complex. Even if an American team of 
this sort had been infiltrated, their target would be something 
entirely more sensible, such as the rail yards at Nam Dinh, or 
Than Hoa. Or the marshalling yard at Haiphong. For no more 
than they must know, there is nothing here but the obscure 
commandant of a provincial military district. Rest easy on that 
count, old friend.’’ 

Van only grunted in disgust and stalked from the office. 

“Touchy,’’ the-general observed. ‘‘Of course, we must not 
overlook any possibilities, Comrade Gow. I want the security 
around the complex doubled. Four hours on and four off for all - 
guards. Also I want roving patrols, say five men and a vehicle 
out around the clock. That will be all for now.’’ 

Gow saluted and departed. Gen. Song sat a long while at his 
desk in deep thought. The idea that he could be the target for an 
assassination had never entered his mind. It excited him. A bit 
frightening, too, he had to’admit. After a moment, his attention 
strayed to a large bronze disc on one comer of the sturdy, 
utilitarian desk. It was an original of the terrestrial globe as 
visualized by twelfth century Amanese scholars. A work of art 
and science blended. And quite priceless. 


Xavier Olobong had the point. When.he saw Park returning 
over the ridge, he halted the team. Park went directly to Falcon 
to report. 

“The pagoda is beyond the second ridge. Everything is quiet, 
but it appears there is a heavy guard mounted.”’ 

Falcon’s lips tightened. The two firefights with militia had 
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naturally complicated matters. ‘‘I want a good recon of the area. 
Dow, Horny Jack, I’ll leave that up to you. Every detail, got 
that? And I want your complete report by midnight. We can’t 
afford to stay around here any longer. The hit must go down 
tonight. The longer we stay, the greater the chance of being 
discovered. Unless’ you come up with any major obstacles, we 
will use the attack plan worked out back in Saigon.’’ 

‘‘With time so short,’’ Sgt. Park offered, ‘‘three observers 
would be better than two. I can go along, too.” 

“Thanks, Park. Now, get going, you have three and a half 
hours.” 

The Black Eagles shed their pack harnesses and relaxed. 
Falcon settled down with cans of tuna and crackers and cheese. 
Andrea, every bit the competent executive officer, sat with 
Junior Wakely and Remington Snow, to discuss the actions pines 
sections would be taking in the attack. 


S/Sgt. Jack Galchaser had removed his boots and replaced the 
footwear with a pair of soft, pliable moccasins he carried in his 
pack. He moved with a fluid grace through the underbrush, 
feeling quite light with only his weapons, five spare magazines of 
ammo and a set of light-gathering binoculars. He skirted the 
pagoda, keeping well inside the brush. Even so, only his silent 
movement prevented him from alerting a small sentry post along 
his route. 

Three men manned an RPD-48 Soviet light machine gun. They 
had dug in the weapon, using the dirt and filled sandbags to 
create a parapet. Their‘field of fire pointed outward, covering a 
narrow game trail. Horny Jack eased his way around them and 
marked the location on a crude map he had constructed by star- 
light. Close, he thought. When the section moves into position 
for the rear gate, they can take ’em out. That'll provide us with a 
bolt hole in case this gets sticky. 

While he moved quietly and unseen from one deep pool of 
shadow to the next, he thought of the lessons he had learned as a 
boy. His Cherokee grandfather, Two-Kills Galchaser, had 
instructed the wide-eyed little boy in the skills of the trail. 

“Learn to walk in the woods as though you glided over the top 
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of fallen leaves and twigs. Think light,’’ he urged young Jack. 
“That way you will be light. You can become almost totally 
invisible to your enemy, or to game you are hunting. It is a secret 
developed by our great medicine chief, Wind Walker. That was 
long ago, before we were taken from our homes far to the East. 
Since that time there has always been a Wind Walker. Not all 
men can master this powerful secret. But you are such a one, I 
think. When you are older, you will go to our present keeper of 
the secret and try to learn.” 

Jack had not gone to the master of silence and invisibility. By 
the time he entered high school and discovered both football and 
girls, he considered his grandfather’s stories as sort of tribal 
ethnic myths, used to entertain and pass on tradition to the next 
generation. He had improved his own skills, though and even got 
to believing that he had created his own way of moving without 
being seen. 

There had been that time, much later, when he had walked 
openly in among three VC. He killed two of them before the 
third even realized there was anyone there but themselves. When 
he reached a position opposite the rear gate to Song’s pagoda, he 
discovered a roving watch. 

Pairs of NVA soldiers walked through the cleared ground 
between jungle and fence, crossing by each other in their circular 
rounds. Jack waited and counted four separate teams. He picked 
one distinctive couple, one tall, the other quite short, with bowed 
legs, and timed their circuit of the perimeter. Ten minutes before 
they returned. And on each passage, they met the men coming 
from the opposite direction in front of the gate. The alternating 
sentries came by the same point five minutes later. That left a 
period of five minutes in which to secure the gate between each 
orbit. Only a short time after sundown now, bright floodlights 
suddenly illuminated the front of the old temple. 

Jack heard the droning approach of vehicle engines and 
wondered what Park and Dow saw in their areas of responsi- 
bility. 


"Although highly experienced and well trainéd, Nguyen Dow 
lacked Jack’s remarkable ability in the bush. A faint scrape of a 
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branch and an injudicious footstep alerted the men at the 
machine gun in his quadrant. 
**Ai do?”’ 
‘‘Corporal Nguyen,”’ Dow replied. The ‘‘Jones”’ of Vietnam 
should get him by. 
“‘Which Corporal Nguyen?’’ came the response. 
*‘Nguyen Van Nguyen.” 
“Your father was a comedian,”’ one of the agidiers laughed. 
“Unfortunately.” — 
“‘What is the password?” 
- “How should I know? I only got here a few minutes a te 
**Why is that?’’ 
“Patrol duty.” 
“I see. It is, ‘Lotus blossoms bring Spring harmony.’ And the 


. Fesponse, of course, is ...’’ 


**Reunification, right, Comrade?”’ 

‘Pass, Corporal Nguyen.”’ 

Once out of hearing distance, Dinky Dow paused to release a 
shaky sigh of relief. Communist thought lacked greatly in 
‘originality, he knew, and ‘‘Reunification’’ had often been the 
counter-sign among the Viet Cong. He moved on to a low cluster 
of boulders that overlooked the main road leading to the front 
gate. He hoped neither of the other two would encounter alert 
sentries. 


Park Chun Ri crouched close to the ground while, not five 
meters away, an NVA soldier relieved himself against the bole of 
a tree. Park thought of himself as a rock, smooth and round, 
hoary with age, thick moss on one side. He held his breath and 
waited for the man to finish his business. When the guard closed 
his fly, Park remained in place for a long count fo fifty. Then he 
seemed to flow over the ground. His mind concentrated on the 
teachings of his Tae Kwon Do master. 

“*Be as one with nature. Tap the eternal rhythm of all about 
you and blend into it. A practitioner of Kwonpup must make 
himself a part of the universal. Now let us work some more on 
your anwokeuri technique. You have always been weak in this 
inside leg leaping. Remember the method of Jjiptjung, the - 
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‘gathering of power’ to unify your force. Extend your Self. 
Everything is an extension of your center of force.’’ 

Jiptjung ruled Park’s efforts now, as he glided quietly away 
from the man. Up ahead he saw the glow of headlights. A lot of 
traffic for any one night, he thought, then moved closer to the 
main gate. Three guards manned the small sentry box. One to 
check a list he held on a clipboard, one to speak with drivers and 
the third to raise the striped pole that blocked the entry. 


“There is some sort of party going on,’’ Park related to 
Falcon at their midnight meeting. ‘“Government sedans, GAZ-69 
field cars. Men and women in uniform and some in dinner 
clothes.”’ - . 

. ‘Are they still there?”’ 

“*Yes, and more coming.’’ 

**Andrea, I think we ought to have a look. We should identify 
prime targets.’’ 

**A good idea.”” 

Ten minutes later, the pair settled into a secluded spot from 
which they could observe arrivals and departures. The hour 
appeared to have little to do with activity in the pagoda. Well- 
dressed couples strolled about the meticulous gardens on paths 
of fine white gravel. Music wafted from open windows and 
doors. Every few minutes a car would arrive or drive away. 

They had barely taken up their positions when the guard force 
changed. . 

**Do we want to attack during . . . this?’’ Andrea asked. 

‘Let's see who all is here first.’’ 
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‘*There,’’ Andrea told him a minute later. ‘‘The little man with 
the rimless glasses, walking with the woman in white. That-is Le 
Than Nghi, Chairman of the Industry Board. He is considered 
the leading specialist in economic affairs and is a member of the 
Central Committee. 

“‘That heavy-set man getting out of the ZIL sedan, is Tran 
Quoc Hoan, Minister of Public Security. He’s also a member of 
the National Defense Council and chairman of Home Affairs 
Board. He works directly under Pham Van Dong. The little man 
with him, the one with the horn-rim glasses and bushy gray hair, 
is Ibih Aleo, a Rhade Montagnard. He is a member of the NLF 
Central Committee. He fought with the French against the Viet 
Minh, but later deserted and changed sides. The French caught 
him and sentenced him to death. That was later commuted to life 
in prison, but he got out in nineteen fifty-two. He was arrested 
again in fifty-eight, then dropped out of sight until two years ago 
when he showed up as chairman of the Autonomy Movement for 
the Western Highlands. He’s been on the Central Committee 
since then. I’m surprised to see him here. Montagnards ‘aren’t 
highly regarded in the North.’”’ : 

‘*Who is the skinny guy coming out the front door?” 

Andrea moved her glasses to study the new face. ‘‘That’s the 
editor of Thoi Moi, New Times, newspaper. It is probably the 
best quality publication in print in the North. Look,’ she went 
on, one finger pointing toward a man of medium stature behind 
the newspaper man. ‘‘There’s Colonel Van Tien Dung, chief of | 
the General Staff.’’ 

In half an hour they had identified some twenty high ranking 
North and South Vietnamese Communists. Falcon had seen all 
. he wanted. He and Andrea withdrew and rejoined the Black 
Eagles. ; 
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“The more of those people we catch there, the greater the . 
disruption of the government. We have to wait until the sentries 
have a chance to get bored, say about three hundred hours or so. 
Then, whoever is still there, we waste along with Song and take 
the decoder, if it is actually there.”’ 

“Same plan as we worked out?” Remington Snow inquired. 

_ “Basically. Except we will have to be inside the compound 
before going for the main gate. Those machine gun positions 
create a problem. The one in back will be eliminated. Also the 
one covering the front gate. The others are emplaced so they 
won't be able to fire into the sl acs for fear of hitting their 
own bigshots.’’ 

“Sounds good.”’ 

“(Grab what rest you can. We'll move out of here at zero-two- 
five-oh.” 

‘“What about the air strike?’’ Marc Blum queried. 

Falcon glanced at Dow. ‘‘There is a small cave high enough to 
let you see clearly and direct the airplanes. It also is located at the 
back, so we can link up easily on the way out.”’ 

“That's it, then. Take your -pill, Blum,” Falcon concluded. 
“Any other questions?” 

_ “What strength is this security force?”’ 

“Not too large,’’ Falcon replied. ‘‘Even though it has beet 
beefed up, the total can’t be over fifty men. Song can’t afford to 
let too many conscripted soldiers know about what goes on in 
there. Most of them will be asleep in the barracks like we figured 
in the rehearsals. We'll use suppressors, so the first thing you 
hear, Zeus, is a blast when the barracks is hit. That’s the time to 
alert the air people for the strike.” 

“Right,”” Blum acknowledged. 

“One final thing. There are civilian conscripts there, also. 
They have a separate barracks. Unless they actively offer 
resistance, ignore them and tell them to get out. It might help 
create confusion for the first part of our exfiltration. Don’t take 
chances though. If they even scowl, waste the lot of ’em.” — 

Falcon leaned back against the bole of a tree and closed his 
eyes. He felt charged up over the prospect of a battle, yet his 
body obeyed a well-ingrained command and he soon slept.  - 
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With a sigh of contentment, Gen. Song Van Nhu dipped a 
lump piece of lobster into a shallow dish of sweetened soy sauce 
nd twisted the short bamboo skewer. He popped the sweet, 
elicately flavored flesh into his mouth and chewed 
ontemplatively while he applied spicy muoc mam fish sauce to 
1e shrimp next in line on the thin wooden spike. The evening 
ad gone well, better even than he had anticipated. Now that the 
ormal dinner was over, with only those remaining who were 
eveloping an appreciation of luxury and license, he could relax. 
fe signaled to a white-jacketed waiter. 

*See that everyone gets some of this brouchette de mer.’’. 

‘*¥es, Comrade General.”’ 

A young, uniformed aide approached. ‘‘Captain Gow’s 
ompliments, Comrade General. He wishes you informed that 
hree Maong been have been captured and brought to the 
etention ce 

“Excellent. Tell the Captain that I will be along in a few 
linutes and will supervise the interrogation. Has Col. Van been 
iformed?”’ ‘ 

“He is next, Comrade General.” 

“See to it.’” 

Song circulated among his ‘aiken: noted several ‘eile 
tealing away to the private rooms, and worked his way across 
he large banquet hall to the concealed entrance to the lower 
eaches of the pagoda. Around the bend of a short corridor, out 
f sight of the revelers, he pressed the hidden catch and stepped 
hrough the low opening created by the sliding stone panel. He 
bok the stairs quickly and came to the large room used for 
iterrogations. 

Three squat, dark-complected natives tried to balance them- 
sives on two-legged stools. Harsh white light gleamed on their 
aked skin. In one corner, a soldier stood ready with a hand- 
rank magneto with long, trailing wires. Off to the side, a 
razier, heaped with glowing red coals, sent up small wisps of 
fragrant gray smoke. Prongs, pincers and other items of torture 
ned a third wall. A few seconds after Song arrived and greeted 
aptain Gow, Col. Van entered the room, his face alight with 
nticipation, although a slight frown creased his brow. 

“These are the men?”’ he inquired briskly. 
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“Yes, And the fact they were captured at all tends to suppc 
my contention that the recent disturbances in the province a 
the result of guerrillas. Hearing it from them will only verify th 
point, which is best, I suppose.’’ Song turned to the prisone 
and, through an interpreter, informed them of their fate. 

**You know, of course, what is going to happen? We w 

‘electrify your testicles, burn your penises, break your fingers. 
you remain stubborn and do not answer our questions, we w 
gouge out your eyes . . . crush your hands. . . castrate you . 

oh, there are any number of things we can do.’’ A past mast¢ 
Song knew full well that the threat of torture, provided tl 
victim believed it would happen, more often than not elicit: 
cooperation with greater reliability than actual physical abus 
While he delivered his menu of horrors, he carefully studied t! 
faces of the captured Maong guerrillas. 

To his disappointment the trio remained blank-faced ai 
unmoved. He snapped his fingers and pointed to the soldier wi 
the magneto. ‘‘Wire . . . that one up,”” he commanded, selectit 
the victim at random. 

Deftly the soldier attached the lead wires to the indicat 
man’s scrotum. ‘‘Believe me, I was not making idle convers 
tion.’’ Song nodded. 

The soldier turned the crank.on the small magneto box. 

Instantly the unfortunate Maong gasped and his legs spasms 
involuntarily. Otherwise, he remained as before. 

‘‘Again, longer this time.’’ 

Despite his efforts, the healthy young Maong let out a cry | 
uncontrollable agony. He fell off his stool and received a kick 
the ribs from Col. Van for his efforts. 

“More . . .’” Song directed. 

The prisoner writhed on the stone floor with the sinuousne 
of a snake. After a long forty seconds, Song signaled a halt. 

“Try that one next.’’ 

Regretfully, to Song’s way of thinking, the next subject cho 
to resist. Three soldiers clubbed him into unconsciousness wi 
their rifle butts. 

‘*What a shame. Now we will have to wait for him to con 
around in order to make the lesson sufficiently effective.’ 

When the battered man groaned and feebly moved his limb 
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ie guards roughly sat him upright on the stool. He worked his 
1outh and spat out an accumulation of thickened blood and 
iards of a shattered tooth. 

**You are being difficult,’ the general observed. ‘‘Watch 
osely. This might edify you some.” : 

The third Maong had been wired up and now endured the 
ivages of high voltage to his tenderest parts. He jerked and 
visted, also toppling off the unstable stool. At Song’s signal, 
1e soldier cranked the magneto harder. After the snake-like 
erformance, Song turned back to the last guerrilla. His tone 
sunded almost cheerful. : 

“‘Now, we don’t want to leave you out. Attach the leads.”’ 

**W-what is it that you want to know?” 

**A-ha! Someone is paying attention. What do they call you, 
allow? Speak up.’’ 

“I... .1Tam called Ngyo Nan. We were only trying to return 
> our mountain homeland after two years of conscript labor on 
ae roads near Hanoi.’’ 

“That is not true. We know that you are part of a guerilla 
nit. Where is the rest of your band and the Americans who 
ravel with you?’’ 

‘Americans? What are they? I ingw of no such people. " 

‘*You are lying.’’ To the torturer, Song ordered, ‘‘Go ahead.” 

“No, please!’’ the wretched Maong begged. It did no good. 
lectricity crackled from the magneto, stimulating the tender 
lesh of his scrotum. Ngyo Nan writhed and shrieked until the 
Srment ceased. 

“Again, where is your band and the Americans?”’ 

“IT am truthful. We . . . we have our papers.’”’ 

‘Papers can be forged. Tell me. The Americans?” 

Ngyo Nan licked dry lips and glanced apprehensively at the 
oldier with the magneto. Despite his agony and fear, anger 
egan to burn brightly within him. Song nodded and the 
ieasured jolts of current began again, rising in frequency. 

Ngyo made his decision. ‘‘No! Please wait. I ... . I’ll tell you 
hat I know.”” 

**Better. Can I believe you now? I wonder .. .”* 

“Yes ... yes. I don’t want that awful machine again. The 
uerrillas are far to the West now. Back to the mountai 
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‘‘What about the Americans?”’ 

“They are with them.” 

‘“‘Where did they come from?” 

Ngyo licked his lips and thought rapidly. ‘“The sky. One of tl 
big air machines fell, lots of smoke and flames.’’ 

“How many?”’ 

“Four.”’ 

“How many?”’ . : 

“Five, I think ... yes, five.’ Terror added convincil 
inventiveness to Ngyo’s story. 

“They are Americans? How can you tell?” 

- “That is... that is what they told us.’’ 

**I see. Do they stay to fight with you?”’ 

**No. They want to go home.’’ 

**To their country?”’ 

“Uh ... no. To the South, to fight some more.’”’ 

Song turned to the gathered soldiers. ‘‘Give them all anoth 
round. Let’s see if we can get some sort of corroboration. Th 
one talks freely enough, but it might be that he is giving us whi 
he thinks we want to hear.’’ 

An intense half hour of sophisticated evil unfolded. 

Subjected again to the jolting electric torture, all three Maor 
tribesmen voided their bladders and bowels. A soldier wi 
detailed to hose down the room and the torment resumed. / 
last, Song nodded his approval. 

*“Now, then, which one of you will tell me the truth about tl 
Americans?” : 

‘“‘What ...’’ the oldest of the three stammered, ‘“‘Ngyo Ne 
said is true, Excellency. W-we were ordered to stay behind t 
learn what was being done after the guerrillas moved throug 
here. I am too old to fight. But my eyes are good.” 

‘That is all quite interesting. Do the Americans lead you 
band?” 

“‘No. It is as he said. The Americans’ machine crashed. The 
got out alive and want only to return to the South.’’ 

“*When was this crash?’’ 

“Il am not certain. We are not part of the guerrillas. It is tru 
that we have worked in Hanoi. We met our brothers on the tra 
to our homes. The Americans were already with them. It is the 
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e learned the story.”’ 

ee ‘And?’? 

“It would have been some time ago. I ‘reniember the big guns 
red at Haiphong and Hanoi a month ago. Maybe one of the 
merican machines was hit then.’ ; 

**You are not being entirely truthful.’’ 

“T am telling you what we know. Our brothers say that ‘you 
‘e the enemy. Myself, I do not know what to believe. I do know 
‘at you are treating us like an enemy would.’’ It got the man a 
ackhand across the mouth. He tried a loosened tooth with the 
p of his tongue, spat out some blood and went on. ‘‘This is not 
1 important thing. No man is able to resist the torment you 
ave at hand, We have held our silence long enough to satisfy 
onor. Beyond this it would be foolish.”’ 

Song smiled. ‘‘A reasonable man at last. Then what. you and 
lgyo are saying is the truth?’’ 

“Oh, yes. I give: my word on that. And you have our papers, 
ie soldiers took them. You can contact our labor battalion 
ader. He can describe us to you.” 

““You may be sure we will do exactly that. Now, tell me again 
bout the Americans.’’ - 

Forty minutes later, the session ended. Out in the corridor, 
‘an turned a disbelieving face on his superior. ‘‘Do you equally 
elieve all that?’’ 

“Yes ... and no. I believe that they wanted to avoid any 
irther torture. I also believe that they have been working around . 
lanoi. And I have come to the conclusion that they know 
bsolutely nothing about any Americans or Maong guerrillas.’’ 

“Then why did you break off the questioning?’’ 

‘‘Anticipation is the most refined form of torture. Let them 
orry for a while in their cells. Then, we can begin again a little 
ter daylight.”’ 

“*If they know nothing, what purpose will be achieved?’’ 

‘Everyone has some guilty secret. Perhaps there was some 
1eating on rations or such in the labor battalion. Whatever, we 
ill eventually obtain their hidden information and it can be put 
) our profit one way or another.” 

“You enjoy this.’’ 

“Oh, yes, a great deal. In fact, it has aroused a ravening 
unger in my crotch. Let’s go sample some of the wares.’’ 
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FIFTEEN 


“The orgy’s dying down,’’ Horny Jack observed when he 
returned from a secondary reconnaissance. 

“It’s just getting to the orgy stage,’’ Malpractice returned. 
“We still go at zero-two-hundred?”’ 

‘*We’ll wait a little,’? Falcon informed the medic. ‘‘The longe: 
the better. Drunks, and people with their bellies full and pants 
.down, don’t make good fighters.’’ 

‘If we had attacked earlier,’? Andrea came in, ‘‘we could have 
destroyed a large number of their top personnel.’ 

‘“‘And perhaps created a nasty international incident. Our 
instructions are to operate only within the scope of our mission. 
The only exception to that I will make is when the safety of the 
team is involved. I want a final check of all equipment and 
weapons. We'll move out to our jump-off points at zero-two- 
four-five.”’ 

Corporal Xavier Olobong satisfied himself as to his state of 
readiness, then leaned back in a thick clump of spiky grass. He 
appreciated the trust his government had placed in him by 
sending him into this wholly new form of warfare. What he 
learned could teach many in his own army how to counter the 
sort of threat presented by the Communist underground forces in 
the Philippines. It seemed to him that his entire life had been 
devoted to the military. Reflecting on the cause for this still 
brought a hot tightness to his loins . . 


. » » They sat in the small cowshed behind his father’s house. 
Matilde, at fifteen, had three years on young Xavier. She also 
had a wealth of practical experience and a hunger that would 
later put her into the oldest profession by preference. The kisses 
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ie had pressed upon him had been pleasant and had excited 
m. Now she placed one hand firmly over the warm tightness 


at swelled his groin. It rapidly grew to rigid fullness. He tensed — 


id tried to draw away. Matilde hung on tenaciously and 
jueezed his pulsing maleness with earnest expectation. 
“‘Don’t,’”” Xavier protested. ‘‘Father Ramon says this kind of 
ing is a mortal sin.” 

“Oh, phui. What does Father Ramon know about men and 
omen? He’s never had one, you see. And I bet you haven’t 
‘fore. We'll take care of that soon enough.”’ 

Quickly Matilde fumbled his short, khaki trousers open, 
‘posed his turgid organ and firmly grasped it. Before he could 
ffer further objections, she began to stroke it. A contented aes 
caped the boy, despite his nervousness. 

‘“*You’re not totally ignorant, at least,’’ Matilde observed. Her 
t eyes avidly took in the exposed parts of his body. So slim. 
nd he looked silky smooth. She squeezed his slender penis 
ghter and stroked it faster. 


“‘Aaaah, Matilde, that tickles so much,” Xavier gasped out. 


“Better than doing it by yourself?”’ 

-Xavier blushed and nodded agreement. With her free hand, 
latilde guided one of his up the inner surface of her thighs to 
iat warm, moist spot that quivered with anticipation. 

“Rub me, Xavier,’’ she coaxed. ‘‘Make me tickle, too.”’ 
When the panting boy thought he could hold off no longer, 
latilde stopped abruptly. ‘‘Now, here is what you’re supposed 
» do.”” She hoisted her skirt and rolled back in the hay, legs 
idely extended. 

Matilde drew him to her by his wildly stimulated maleness, 
sitioning the boy correctly and plunging his tingling flesh deep 
to the moist cavern at her central core. The heady scent of her 
owing juices intoxicated young Xavier. He thrust forward 
expertly ... once... twice... three times. Then again and 
ain, in a mounting frenzy, nature guiding where knowledge 
iled. Suddenly, disappointingly too soon, he ‘exploded in a 
iver of delight. 

Their second coupling had been better, smoother and ever so 
uch longer. Xavier felt weak and drained, yet he could not 
event the silly grin that spread his lips and put a bright glow in 
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his eyes. Matilde’s deft fingers had succeeded in bringing him tc 
fullness a third time only a second before his father entered the 
shed. 

After Matilde had been sent packing, the elder Olobong placed 
a hard hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘“‘If you are old enough fo: 
this, Xavier, you are old enough to be thinking seriously about 2 
trade.’’ 

He spoke not in a form of punishment nor as a reprimand, but 
in resigned acceptance of the inevitable. Boys grew jnto men and 
men needed a trade to finance the products of their lust. The 
child would never make a priest, no matter what Father Ramon 
thought or prayed for. Both of them knew it, father and son, 
and shared that knowledge in silent, amused agreement. Now, 
though, thanks to that hot-natured Matilde Palmers, Xavier’s 
boyhood days were at an end. 

‘*What would you like to do with your life?”’ 

Xavier thought for a long, silent while, his body still tingling 
- from the thrilling experience he had ended only a minute before. 
“‘I don’t know, father. The farm is Roberto’s, he is oldest. I do 
not like the city. Cousin Rafael looks all the time like a sick 
person. Working in a factory or going to school there would not 
be good, I think.”’ 

**You like the outdoors, eh? Just like me at your age. What 
about fishing?’’ 

Xavier’s features tinged slightly green. ‘‘I get sick in a small 
boat on the river.’’ 

*‘Well, no matter for right now. Think on it. We will talk 
again.” 

A month later, Xavier left home with one small woven 
bamboo suitcase of clothing for the military academy outside 
Manila. 

At first he felt out of place. A rustic, country boy with none of 
the apparent polish of his classmates. They teased him 
mercilessly over it. At least until they saw the way he fired the 
small .22 rifles the students qualified with once a month. A 
natural shot, Xavier quickly gained a place on the rifle team. By 
the end of his third year he was captain of the rifle squad and 
assisted the instructor in teaching the younger boys. 

Some of the less sensitive youths still made fun of his buck- 
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teeth, but he shrugged this off. He had heard taunts about them 
since they first grew in. Xavier completed his education at the 
academy. At the end of his high school, he entered the army as a 
private first class, two steps above the average recruit. In less 
than a year, to the pride of his family and himself, he was 
selected for non-commissioned officer’s school. 

Success and advancement had perhaps come too soon, too 
easily, he reflected darkly. Twice he had risen to sergeant, only 
to be reduced in rank because of some heedless, though harm- 
less, prank. The last two years he had settled down. He hada 
girl.. They wanted to be married. Whenever any especially 
dangerous or challenging school was offered, Xavier was always 
first to volunteer. 

He had earned his parachutist wings that way. Also a compre- 
hensive course in intelligence, graduating from both programs at 
the top of his class. Attention focused on him and he soon found 
himself being interviewed for a special assignnient to the 
American Military Advisory Group-in Vietnam. At the end-of his 
tour lay another chance at the three stripes of a sergeant. And 
that meant he could take a wife. Yes, it was a long way from 
sweaty fumblings in a cowshed to Hoa Binh oe North 
Vietnam. Yet, somehow, it all seemed to fit . 


. Life came to a person in the form of a Chinese puzzle, 
Xavier Olobong thought in a sudden burst of philosophical 
clarity. One piece neatly fit inside the next. If a person was 
lucky, he started with the smallest one in the center, working 
always outward to bigger and better things. Perhaps that was 
how it would be for him from now on. At least the life he had 
beat being a fisherman or shoveling pig manure all day on a farm 
that paid nothing. 

_ We move out in ten minutes.’’ Falcon circulated among the 
team repeating the warning. ; 


General Song smiled: at the attractive young woman. At 
eighteen, she must be one of the many “‘professional’’ girls 
recruited by Van. Yet she had a beauty and grace about her that 
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didn’t fit the pattern. It intrigued the fifty year old NVA 
commander. Her features were distinctly European, with only 
her coloration and short stature indicating any Asian blood. 

**Are you enjoying yourself, my dear?”” — 

**Yes, Comrade General.’’ 
~ Call me, Nhu, and I'll call you My Wei.’’ 

My Wei smiled and nipped at a caviar-heaped toast point with 
even, white teeth. “I was . . . frankly astounded at the elaborate 
preparations you have made here.’ 

“One is entitled to some of the comforts of life, My Wei. 
Besides, it was all in celebration of a glorious victory by our 
Comrades in the South.’’ He noticed an enticing dusting of 
freckles across the rising swell of her firm, young breasts. 

“Nhu, not even in Hanoi do people enjoy such lavish food. 
My father is manager of the ship repair facility at Haiphong, one 
of the French technicians returned to the country on request by 
Comrade Ho. Even we do not have such luxury.’’ 

“Oh-ho, Song thought, an interesting new development. He 
lavished her with a warm, inviting smile. ‘‘That is most 
interesting. I am most curious about life in the capital and at 
Haiphong. Would you like to pursue this conversational alley in 
quieter, more intimate surroundings?”’ 

“‘Do you mean, ‘Would I like to be seduced by a general in the 
army of the People’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam?’ ’’ My 
Wei paused a long moment, savoring the surprised light in 
Song’s eyes. ‘‘Yes. Why not?’’ 

Song sent a waiter ahead with a tray bearing a large tin of 
caviar, toast points and two bottles of Dom Perignon. When the 
forced ‘laborer in the white jacket returned for an ice bucket, 
Song escorted My Wei toward his private quarters. 

**I_ am sure you will find this a pleasant experience.”’ 

Once inside the luxurious suite, My Wei seated herself in a 
high, fan-backed rattan chair and studied her surroundings, 
while Song poured champagne. There was a distinctly masculine 
flavor to the room. All done in bronze and rich, dark woods, 
with a few tasteful paintings and wall hangings done in soft 
pastel colors. A large, old fashioned radio in a wooden cabinet 
occupied space along one wall. After Song handed her a glass of 
the sparkling wine, he went to it and pulled out the record 
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changer. He selected several discs and put them on the spindle. 
The first disc dropped, and Stravinsky filled the room. Song 
turned to My Wei. 

“Do you approve?”’ he asked, almost shyly. 

“Excellent.” My Wei sipped her champagne, then helped 
herself to caviar. She had never experienced anything like it. The 
slightly naughty connotation given the scene by her Marxist 


indoctrination only heightened her excitement. Her father would = * 


be shocked to the core of his socialist soul. Her mother 
scandalized. Old Mr. Tohm, their Block Chairman, would 
mutter darkly about Western decadence and call for a self- 
criticism session. Somehow, none of that seemed so important, . 
here in the presence of a dashing, handsome older man. He 
might be a bit overweight, but only a slight frosting of gray 
appeared at his temples and he had the suave sophistication of 
the Parisians her father often described. A shiver of expectation 
ran down My Wei’s spine. 

Song rose, took a bit of caviar, poured more champagne and 
unbuttoned his stiff tunic. “You don’t seem at all disconcerted, 
by all this.’ 

‘Not at all.’”” My Wei, who had always been considered 
rebellious, almost reactionary, by her teachers and had been 
sexually precocious enough to initiate experiments at the age of 
eight, knew an invitation when she saw one. She levered herself 
out of the deep cushion of the rattan chair and reached for the 
zipper of her cocktail dress. Song removed his military tunic and 
tossed it aside, then crossed to her. 

‘*Here, let me get that.””_~ 

‘‘Hummm. I like being undressed by a man.”’ 

The zipper purred, opening the gown outward like unfolding 
wings. My Wei looked at Song’s bare, hairless chest, marked by 
the scars that were his badges of valor in the long fight against 
the French. Song noted the smooth perfection of her skin. She 
wore no bra. The breasts were small and conical. They thrust 
proudly upward, pointed like the noses of artillery sh<ils. A thin 
dusting of freckles, which he had admired before, covered the 
upper surfaces. The nipples, blunt and firmly erect, reminded 
him of the protruding fuses they used to screw into the 75mm 
shells that fed the captured French guns. He felt himself 
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stiffening and his breath grew harsh and hot. 

‘“‘A moment,’’ My Wei instructed. ‘‘Let me slip out of it.”’ 

Her deft motions revealed scant, black lace panties. She care- 
fully folded her garment and laid it over the high back of the 
chair. Then she reached, almost impulsively for Song’s buckle. 

She drew his trousers and boxer-style undershorts off in one 

smooth motion. His reddened, fully engorged penis curved 
upward, swaying with release. She touched it, stroked the silken 
shaft. Then she began to make delightful spirals with the 
sensitive tip against her hard, flat abdomen, working downward 
to the elastic band of her panties. She used his bulk to draw aside 
the shroud that covered her rapidly moistening cleft. 
’ Unfurled, like the delicate petal folds of a partially opened 
flower, it weeped invitingly for the burning organ that pressed 
against the outer portals. My Wei began to rub his entire, 
moderate length deep within the tingling veils, using her now- 
constant flow of nectar to coat it with friction-easing substance. 
With ever so deliriously wonderful revolutions, she circled the 
distended nub of her most sensitive spot and trembled in 
anticipation of even greater heights of ecstacy. 

Then, suddenly, she rose on tip-toe and plunged the general’s 
pulsating cock deep within her. He moaned, a mixture of pain 
and delight, ground into her and grasped her buttocks with both 
hands. His lips found one solid nipple and began to lave it, 
creating whorls of his own with his tongue. 

‘*Aaaaah, yes. Yesssss,’” My Wei hissed in a small, far-away 
voice. ‘“‘More, more!”’ 

“My Wei, My Wei, you excite me beyond all belief. Tonight 
shall be my greatest hour. We shall have a long, joyful time 

, together and greet the sun tomorrow with more love.” __ 


Captain Gow Luc Minh felt ill at ease. If it was true that the 
prisoners had been in Hanoi for two years and in fact knew 
nothing about guerrillas or Americans, then valuable time was 
being wasted. Gow considered himself a dedicated man, to the 
Party and to the army. At thirty-two years of age, he. found 
himself in a highly advantageous position. His current assign- 
ment could easily lead to promotion and eventual command of a 
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battalion. What if the guerrillas still lurked in the vicinity and 
decided to attack the pagoda? 

His crack troops, a reinforced company in strength, had been 
diluted by the wide-swinging patrols ordered out by General 
Song. Given determination and sufficient arms, the Maong 
counter-revolutionaries could easily swarm over the compound. 
He paced the duty office pondering the issue. 

If he were the enemy commander, what would he do? Attack 
the weakest spot, naturally. The rear gate had always been a 
vulnerable point. It was guarded, of course, though he should 
reinforce the two man detail, What he should do, part of his 
mind demanded, was get some sleep. The festive celebration of 
the victory at Phuoc Vinh had nearly wound down to its — 
What a criminal waste it all seemed to him. 

Supposedly dedicated, doctrinaire Marxists, the. Hanoi elite 
had gorged themselves like the hated Americans he had seen in 
photographs taken in Saigon. A good Communist should suffer, 
like the people suffered. While millions starved under the 
oppressive yoke of capitalism, that such lavish displays of food 
and drink could be made available to the Party elite seemed to 
him to be almost a crime against the proletariat. Although, he 
noted from the pleasant tightness of his belly, he had not 
abstained from his share. Would it not have been a greater waste 
to let it go uneaten? Abruptly he broke off his sour reflections 
and turned to the staff duty sergeant. 

‘It is nearly two hundred hours. Send a relief to the rear gate. 
We need to keep these men fresh tonight.”’ 

“Do you expect trouble, Comrade Captain?”’ 

**Could you think of a better time? Make it three men, instead 
of two. And have them take an RPD along.”’ 

‘Yes, Comrade Captain. It is too bad tha} work has slowed 
down on the guard tower over that gate.” 

“Such matters are out of our hands. Hanoi is still resisting the 
idea of the general having his headquarters here and the district 
garrison forty-five kilometers away. The deputy defense minister . 
stopped construction the last time he was here. Before tonight, 
that is. He seemed to enjoy the celebration well enough.” 

“‘My men coming off watch say they have never seen so many 
important people gathered in one place.’ 
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Gow snorted derisively. ‘‘And most of them totally unaware 
that another celebration, of an entirely different type, began 
after they left the banquet. I suppose, as a good Communist, I 
' should render an independent report to Comrade Tran Quoc 

Hoan in the Ministry of Public Security. Or to someone in the 
Party organization.” 

“It would mean considerable trouble for the general, wouldn’t 
it, Comrade Captain? And remember, it is the general to whom 
we owe our current comfortable assignments. We could be in the 
South, leading units of the VN' 

“Not such bad duty, if you ask me. Those who have risen high 
all fought with the Viet Minh. Can we do any less if we hope for 

‘promotion and honors?”’ 

- “For my own part,’’ the sergeant opined while he patted his 
slightly spreading stomach, ‘‘I prefer to fight my wars from a 
safe and sensible distance. Being a sergeant in the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam has all the compensations I want from life. 
When.I finish my service, I can return to my village and be a 
farmer of some importance. Or, perhaps, open a small store to 
supply the needs of the people. Let others seek advancement and 
the contest of politics. All I want is to enjoy my final years in 
peace and comfort.”’ 

Ts success ruining everyone? Gow thought in distress at the 
sergeant’s pronouncement. He framed a sharp answer, based on 
a stringent lesson from Ho Chi Minh, but before he could speak 
it, the field telephone on the sergeant’s desk burred insistently. 

**Yes?’’ the NCO spoke into the mouthpiece. He listened while 
a small, tinny voice rattled in his ear. ‘“Good. Keep an eye open 
in case.’’ He turned to Capt. Gow after replacing the handset. 

“‘Guard tower two, Comrade Captain. They report seeing 
what they thought -was movement among the trees toward the 
rear of the compound.”’ 

“Tt knew it! Damnit, it is the guerrillas. Alert the men in 
barracks to be on stand-by. I’m going out to have a look. If any 
more suspicious activity i is reported, turn onthe outer floodlights 
and arm the electric mines.’ 
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SIXTEEN 


Night mists had begun to form among the low branches of the 
trees, sending drips that sounded loudly in the empty jungle. 
Mosquitos flocked around in such thick swarms that a primitive 
urge rose in Robert Falconi to roar out frustrated defiance. He 
bit back the crawly sensation and dabbed on more repellent. Any 
time now, he thought. The machinegun nest should be only a few 
paces away. He formed a mental image of Andrea, approaching 
from the opposite side and felt confident their scheme would 
work. Four long strides and he came in sight of the huddled 
forms around the RPD. 

“Hello, boys,’? Andrea’s voice came softly out of the dark- 
ness. ‘‘Are you lonely out here all alone?’’ she continued in 
Vietnamese. Then she made a lewd suggestion that brought two 
of the sentries to their feet. 

Quickly Falcon shot them with his suppressed M-16. A second 
after they began to jerk and tumble toward the ground, Andrea 
finished off the gunner with a round through his left eyeball. 

“Fine work,”’ Falcon allowed. He peered at the dim glow of 
his watch dial. ‘‘Matador and Olobong ought to have the other 
gun crew taken care of by now. I’ll bring up the team.”’ 

Thoughts of a night-time stroll along a high natural dike in the 
‘Florida Everglades flitted at the back of Falcon’s mind while he 
made his way to where the remainder of the team waited. 

‘‘Okay. Now we move into position to hit that gate.’’ 

Carefully the Black Eagles skirted the cleared ground around 
the pagoda and tediously worked their way through the thick 
vegetation. Falcon kept an eye on them, to make sure no one 

.snagged up on stray branches. He felt relieved when they 
gathered at last at a point opposite from the service gate. 

‘Andrea and I will waste the first roving patro] when it comes 
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into sight,’’ he told them. “‘Junior, you and Horny get ready to 
blow away the gate guards. We'll be independent of you until we 
get inside the compound, so you give the word to Dinky Dow to 
start the diversion.’’ 

‘Right,’ Wakely replied in a croak. 


This is it, Ritchie Wakely nervously told himself for the 
hundredth time. All the training, all those screwy kid’s pranks, 
they’re all on the line now. Will it be anything like the 
-rehearsals? Awh, fuck no. Those guys out there are going to be 
shooting back if we muff -this. He watched with stinging eyes 
while the pair of roving guards passed each other and headed 
‘away out of sight. 

**Now,”’ he told Nguyen Dow, giving the slightly built Viet- 
namese a light nudge. 

Dinky Dow moved away a dozen paces, then stood and walked 
out into the open. “Dung ban!’’ he called out. 

Junior Wakely ‘listened with difficulty to the unfamiliar 
regional accent of the language he had so recently learned. 

‘Who goes there?” _ 

“This is Sergeant Nguyen. I am from Comrade Lieutenant 
Bac’s patrol from the garrison. I have a message.”’ 

‘*Advance and give the password.”’ 

Junior bit his lip while Dinky Dow crossed the open stretch of 
plowed ground toward the gate. The two guards stepped into the 
open, one slightly behind, covering the first. Junior took aim on 
that one. 

“Lotus blossoms bring Spring harmony,” Dinky Dow told the 
guard. 

“Reunification, Comrade. Step over here.”’ 

Dow did as ordered, veering slightly to his left. 

“All right . . .’” Wakely muttered in a hoarse whisper. ‘‘Do it 

. now!’’ He and Jack Galchaser fired as one. 

The bullets from their silenced weapons sped to the targets 
with unerring accuracy. The men at the gate never heard the 
sharp crack of the supersonic projectiles slicing through the air. 
Wakely watched his Gook, the rearmost, jolt backward and hurl 
his AK-47 away from him. Separated by only a fraction of a 
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cond, Horny Jack’s man doubled over and lost control of his 
es. His forehead struck the ground with a hollow-sounding 
iock. 

“Everybody move,’? Wakely mouthed in a whisper as he 
epped clear of the trees. Only a minute, he thought, then the 
her patrol would be back. 


The telephone in the duty office rang again. Damn, it was a 
ierrilla raid, Sgt. Ong thought with disgust. He reluctantly 
ited the handset. 

“Guard tower two. About that movement we saw in the 
rush. Nothing to be alarmed about. It was a messenger from 
ae of the patrols. He showed himself and went to the gate.”” 

“Did he have the correct password?” 

“Yes, of course. The guards opened up for him.”’ 

“Good. Continue to keep careful watch.” Ong hung up and 
ghed with relief. Then he reached for another field *phone and 
immed the crank. When the barracks miswered he felt genuine 
lief that his news was good. 

“This is Duty Sergeant Ong. You can stand down from that 
ert. It was a false alarm. Only a messenger coming m from one 
f the patrols.”’ 

“That’s good news, Comrade Sergeant,’”’ the remaining 
latoon leader of the security force responded. ‘‘Is Captain Gow 
ere?’’ 

*‘No, sir. He should be any minute though. He went out to 
1eck the rear gate.’’ 

‘*Have him call me.”’ 

**Yes, Comrade Lieutenant.”’ 

Sgt. Ong turned back to his desk. There was a particularly 
fficult name he needed to work out for the historical puzzle on 
eroes of the Viet Minh Liberation in the latest issue of Doi 
han Dan—the People’s Army newspaper. He touched a 
echanical pencil to his teeth and studied the squares 
owningly. 


“‘Damn!’’ Matador Rivera swore when he saw the man in the 
tard tower. 


s 
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“‘What’s the matter?” 

**He’s on the telephone. We'll have to wait until h 
through.”’ . 

“‘What if it’s bad news?’’ Bugs Olobong queried. 

“Then we'll be the first to find out.’? Take careful ai 
Manuel told himself. Watch the breathing. Easy now ... e& 
... there. He’s finished. His M-16 went off with such little na 
he hardly knew it had fired. With no muzzle flash, Rivera saw 
target spin away from the impact and fall inside the woven-re 
basket of the tower box. 

Beside him, Olobong discharged his suppressed M-16 
moment after the second sentry rose in surprised alarm. 

Manuel watched while two slugs slammed into the hapl 
soldier. From a distance they heard the rippling sound of t 
bullets splitting air and knew the gate had been taken. 

*‘Good going, Bugs,’’ he complimented the short, swart 
man beside him. ‘‘Now let’s get back to the rest. We'll be the! 
through the gate.”’ 


*“We're here.”’ Falcon heard Rivera’s whispered announ 
ment while he watched the remainder of the team reach the ga 

““Go on. We'll take out the roving sentries,’”’ he told Rive 
Two more dark shapes dashed across the open ground, 

“‘That’s it,’? Falcon told Andrea. ‘‘The walking patrol will 
in sight any second now.”’ In his mind, Falcon could see the g; 
swung wide and the men gathering at the second barrier. T 
bolt cutters would come from John Snow’s utility pocket. 1 
chain that secured the drop bar at night would be cut throu 
easily. He could almost hear the sharp snick of severed met 
Then his attention went to the distant corner of the fence. 

Two soldiers, walking easily, unconcerned, came into vie 
Steadily they approached the point where they would be able 
see the huddled Black Eagles inside the gate. Falcon noted t! 
he had automatically taken aim on the.farthest one away. 

His finger tightened on the trigger. He got off two quick shi 
and, beside him, heard Andrea do the same. 

Both guards stiffened and turned slightly toward each oth 
as though to inquire on the source of the pain that raged in th 
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idies. Then they fell in a heap of twitching flesh. Feet drummed 
2 ground a moment and they lay still. 

“Let’s go,’? he whispered to Andrea. 

Falcon. felt the springy give of the plowed ground under his 
st as he jogged to the open gate. Andrea pounded along at his 
le. Exhilarated: by the ease with which the operation had gone 
far, he entered the compound a bit before the second roving 
am came into view. The two men stopped, not quite certain of 
iat they had seen. Falcon saw them reach hesitantly for their 
‘les. 

The pausé, he noted, gave Junior Wakely and Horny Jack 
ne to bring their M-16s into action. With carefully aimed 
ists, they blasted the pair into bloody rags with their. quiet 
vapons of destruction. 

“Split up,’’ Falcon commanded. ‘‘And ... good luck.”’ 


By God, the numbers were going down on this better than any 
id he had ever been on, John Snow thought excitedly. He 
atched Rivera trot off toward the main gate with Dinky Dow . 
id Bugs Olobong in his wake. A damn good man, he reflected. 
inny how he and the old man had been enemies as kids. He 
ade a short, sweeping motion with his left arm. 

“O’Quinn, Horny, Mal, let’s go get that barracks.’’ 

They had a lot of ground to cover. All hell would break out 
en. He gauged their distance and put on more speed. In less 
ne than he thought, they reached their goal. 

‘Grenades first, just like we practiced it.”’ 

The three Black Eagles acted instantly, drawing cylindrical 
nnisters of CN-DM gas from their harness webbing and ~ 
moving the strips of black tape. Together with him, they pulled 
e pins, slipped the spoons and flung the nasty containers 
rough windows on the first floor. 

Four loud pops sounded from inside, followed by shouts of 
rprise. Already three more cannisters, this time of deadly 
ister gas, smashed window panes and exploded, showering the 
Idiers with raw agony. 

“Again. Fraggers this time.” ; 
A quartet of violent explosions rocked the ground under their 
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feet and, at one point, blew out a portion of a wooden wall i 
shower of splinters. From inside came the screams of the inju: 
and men coughed on the dust and smoke, added to the volat 
chemicals already claiming victims. 

“Top floor now,’’ Snow commanded. 

Another quad shower of grenades made a shattering roar a 
more bits of the structure gave way, to fall earthward in creaki 
ponderousness. 

“‘Get the doorways,’’ Snow commanded O’Quinn and Hor 
Jack. He nodded approval when Malpractice McCorl 
produced a white phosphorous bomb and did the same. Togett 
they threw them and Snow relished a feeling of power in his a 
like he hadn’t experienced since baseball days in high school. 

He heard, over the yells and cries for help, the blast of t 
other two grenades, which he knew would drive the ener 
troops inward. Then the WP went off, showering the helpk 
soldiers with droplets from hell. Flames began to flicker. 

- “Okay. Now we waste anyone who tries to get out.” 


Funny, the guards at the gate had seen nothing, Capt. Gc 
thought to himself as he pulled the door back into place af 
entering the pagoda. The replacements had not arrived from t 
barracks as yet, though the men seemed alert enough. The tow 
guards had to be seeing things. Perhaps it should be they who a 
replaced? 

“‘What ...?’’ he spoke aloud, involuntarily when he fe 
rather than heard, the first grenade blasts through the thick wa 
of the pagoda. For a brief instant the solid flagstone flo 
beneath his feet seemed to shift and sway. He started back t 
way he had come, then changed his mind. No matter, if it was : 
attack there would be trouble at the main gate also. Gow bro 
into a run when the second round of four grenades explod 
inside the barracks. 

No damage here, so far, he thought with relief when he s: 
the tall main entrance doors still intact. He hurried to them a 
flung the small porter’s gate open. He drew his Makarov pist« 
took a deep breath and stepped outside. He looked down t 
steps, directly into the oddly large, flat face of a suppressor « 
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assault rifle in the hands of a large foreigner. 


Rivera is a good soldier, Xavier Olobong thought as he trotted 
mgside the tough Mexican-American. His Spanish is funny; 
t no worse than my English. So far none of the guard force 
med aware they had entered the compound. Everything 
‘med peaceful when he made a quick look around. 

He firmly hoped it remained so until they took care of the 
lin gate and the other guard tower. Then the night stillness 
iped apart with the detonation of four grenades. Xavier added 
surst of speed to his pounding legs, reaching for the corner of 
> big pagoda. Suddenly two guards appeared. From behind he 
ard a warning shout from Dinky Dow. 

Turn, squeeze off, follow through and keep running. His body 
tomatically went through the drill. 

A stream of 5.56mm slugs lashed out from his suppressed 
‘apon and shredded the astounded guards, who crumpled 
thout a sound and lay in quivering masses on the white gravel, 
sir blood staining it bright pink. How eerie, he thought. 
ardly a bit of noise. Then the trio rounded the corner. 

On the steps to his left, leading to the tall front doors of the 
goda, a uniformed officer of the NVA appeared, an automatic 
stol in his hand, Xavier willed his body to turn that. way, to 
act, and fire. Manuel Rivera beat him to it. : 
Xavier watched Rivera’s muzzle tilt upward from the hip. A 
ady burst of copper-jacketed slugs burned quietly out of the 
d-wipe of the suppressor. Several. screamed off stone, then 
ey began to track upward in the officer’s body. 

While Xavier raced on by, he saw the captain—his insignia was 
arly visible now—jerk and reel under the steady impact. The 
90d-spurting corpse slammed backward into a thick wooden 
or and he slid down to a sitting position. Xavier jerked his 
ze away and concentrated on the men at the main gate. 
We’ve got to take them now, he thought wildly. Already the 
-16 in his hands jerked with a familiar fore- and backward 
ovement. One of the guards went down. Then Olobong’s 
apon quit firing. ; 

Change magazines, stupid! he chastized himself, already 
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attending to the chore. He charged the piece and went to on 
knee, instinctively providing the covering fire for th 
maneuvering of the other two. From the corner of his eye h 
watched Dow go wide, firing in short, aimed bursts, while River 
pressed straight ahead, one hand groping for a grenade. 

While Xavier chewed up the thin wooden partition of th 
guard box, behind which one of the sentries took unreliabl 
shelter, Rivera worked the pin free and hurled the little han 
bomb toward the enemy. He flopped on the ground a secon 
before it went off. a 

Even through the cotton he had stuffed in his ears Xavie 
heard the bright crack of the exploding grenade. He ceased firin 
and came upright a second before Rivera turned to him grinning 
_ “Set up the M-60 and let Dinky Dow man it,”’ Rivera toll 

him. He felt shaken at the speed of events so far. He sa 
Matador gesture to him and he followed toward the front of th 
pagoda. 


After his first, embarrassingly premature discharge, Gen. Son, 
settled into a long-enduring, skilfully controlled mode of love 
making that drove My Wei frantic. She had made three circuit 
of the Celestial Orbs and settled in to more than a half hour o 
energetic vacuuming before his heart began to race and his sa 
rose in abundant volume to set her spluttering back on her heels 

In only brief minutes he had roused to the third conflict an 
drove his short, thick jade stalk deep into her palpitating lotu 
blossom with such forcefulness and of such an eternity-endurin; 
persistence that she shrieked out for mercy, while she drove he 
silken body against his in all-encompassing ecstacy. He wondere: 
in what properly doctrinaire Marxist school in Haiphong she ha 
learned such skills. Perhaps it had to do with her father bein 
French. 

For their unexpected fourth encounter he had lain upon hi 
back and she straddled him, driving his reddened, one-eye: 
monster deep within her lavishly lubricated passage until the 
both creaked and groaned with the protesting bedstead. Slake: 
for the moment at the tumultuous completion of this rar 
delight, they lay on the silk sheets and let their hands explor 
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h other’s most intimate possessions. Roused once more, Song 
ced her upside down over a corner of the mattress and - 
sroached his task from behind. 

3linding shivers of joy filled them both on his entry and 
scles tutored by long years of practice gave him an experience 
had never encountered before. _ 
sheer delight. And then the incredible. Her skillful fingers and - 
iny-moist lips had engendered yet a sixth marvelously sensitive 
ction, which Song didn’t hesitate to plunge into the sweet 
mm sauce of her silken purse. Slowly, tantalizingly he thrust 
i withdrew, hesitated and thrust again. My Wei writhed 
1eath him, her conical breasts rigid and swaying with the 
dulations of her naked shoulders. 
[hen Song broke stride, paused as though listening. 

“What is it?’’ 

‘Explosions,’’ the nude general told her. Faint cracks came to 
n once more. ‘‘There. Again. Did you hear that?”’ 
‘What is happening?’? My Wei returned, a quaver in her 
ice. 
“We are being attack 
“You mean they bomb clear up here?”’ 
‘“No.”? Song withdrew his rouge-toned, tingling penis and 
nbed from the bed. He reached for his trousers. ‘‘A group of 
errillas has been ambushing our patrols lately. Only a band of 
mitive tribesmen. The guards should make quick work of it.” 
‘I... I’m worried,’? My Wei admitted, her voice rising on a 
te of fear. 
‘Nothing to concern yourself with. These Maong tribesmen 
ve never gone against a fortified position before. They haven’t 
hance. Get dressed though,”’ he advised. Song crossed to the 
all desk on the opposite wall and lifted the handset of a 
sphone. ‘This is General Song. I want an aide at my quarters 
once. And, find out what is going on out there.’’ 
“We are under attack, Comrade General. A large force, 
luding some men who must be Americans. The barracks have 
t been destroyed.’’ 
‘What! Are there no more troops then?”’ 
‘I am sorry, Comrade General, but there are none. All the 
fers are out on patrol duty.”’ 
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‘“We have to fight,’’ Song offered inanely and slammed dow 
the receiver. Quickly he finished dressing. He took a Makarc 
pistol from the desk drawer, jacked a round into the chambe 
set the safety and handed it to My Wei. 

‘“‘Here, Comrade. You may have need to defend yourse 
before this is over.’’ : 

‘‘But why? What is going on?’’ 

‘“‘We are under attack by a large enemy force. They ha‘ 
breached our outer perimeter and are inside the compound. The 
have explosives and ample weapons. Most of the security force 
outside on patrol. We could be in a bad situation.”’ 

Three more measured blasts sounded, closer this time. Th 
antenna! Song thought. ‘‘I have to get to the radio room, sen 
off a message and then organize the defense. Lock this doc 
behind me and be prepared to shoot if necessary.’’ 

“Oh ... God ... how did I ever get into this?” My W 
‘wailed aloud after the general left. She seemed unaware of he 
mention of the proscribed Deity. Disconsolately she ploppe 
down on the edge of the bed that had so recently — a magi 
carpet. of exquisite pleasure. 

Outside in the hall, Song met his hurrying aide an 
immediately began to issue orders. ‘‘Arm all visitors and turn ov 
what security force remains in the pagoda. Lock and secure a 
doors. Send someone up to.the windows in the stomas and hav 

them return fire. I will be.in the radio room.” 
’ A few paces along the corridor, three soldiers bearing AK-47 
met him, saluted and reported that the main entrance ‘ha 
apparently been left open and the enemy threatened to enter. 

‘*Then get there and prevent it,’’ the general roared. ‘‘Hol 
them off at all cost.’’ 

- Desperately Song tried to remember who had the radio dut 

‘that night. Would it be one of the smart ones who would send 
message to the district garrison without waiting for authorize 
tion? He hoped in vain that it might be. 


“That dead Gook left us a way in the main door,”’ Falcon tol 
Sam Spade, pointing at Capt. Gow’s corpse. ‘‘While we tak 
- control of it, you get out there and blast that antenna on the roc 
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with your grenade launcher.”’ 

‘‘Right, Falcon. You got it.’’ 

Falcon watched while Culpepper darted from the side of. the 
pagoda, loaded his CGL-4 and took aim at the tall radio mast, 
out of sight from where the Black Eagles’ leader stood. 

The short-barreled blooper burped out a round, followed in 
smooth, precise order by three-more. The little .40mm grenades _ 
made sharp cracks when their high explosive charges detonated 
against the steel lattice of the antenna. After the third it canted 
to one side. Metal squealed and Culpepper sighted in again. 

The fourth projectile missed when the tower lurched again and 
ripped thick gilt tile from the dome of the stupa. ‘‘Leave it for 
now,” Falcon called. 

- Quickly he led the assembled team members toward the open 
porter’s gate. The flickering muzzle blasts of a single AK-47 sent 
them to the ground. Falcon pointed and Sam Spade nodded. 

The CGL-4 spoke and a brief instant later, the 40mm grenade 
exploded on the ornately tiled floor inside the small opening. At 
once, Falcon waved his troops upright and they charged. From 
behind the doors came the sound of women shrieking hysterically 
and men’s deeper voices yelling in confusion. Sgt. Park had 
Falcon’s left flank and the team leader watched the Korean 
pump short, controlled bursts into the opening. 

. More cries of horror rose from within. Culpepper let goa 
fragmentation round from the CGL-4 that looped through the 
short distance and disappeared inside the pagoda. Its detonation, 
muffled by the thick walls, brought forth even more wails of 
agony and hideous anguish. Falcon’s legs surged under him and 
he felt almost like floating while he took the wide steps two at a 
time. Then Park and Culpepper dashed ahead of him and began 
tugging at the huge hand-wrought iron drop pins that held the 
gigantic teakwood doors in place. 

Two good yanks from both superbly conditioned men and the 
metal spikes came free. Slowly the vast portals swung wide. 


Faces appeared i in two windows on the second floor. The last 
two Gooks alive on that side of the barracks, O’Quinn 
estimated. Flames belched from the riddled structure, back- 
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lighting the NVA soldiers. O’Quinn took careful aim and shot 
one of them. More afraid of the fire than bullets, the second 
made a leap to the ground. 
_ He landed wrong and broke one leg. O’Quinn scattered his 
head in fragments while he tried to crawl away. The solidly built 
young Marine heard a burst of fire from the front of the pagoda 
as he trotted off on his secondary assignment. 
_ The boys are at the main gate, he surmised. : 

He had to give these NVA troops credit for discipline, 
O’Quinn mused as he approached the generator shed. They had 
remained at their post, tending the power plant that provided 
electricity for everything in the compound. One of them guarded 
- the doorway. 

Slow and easy, O’Quinn reminded himself, taking slack from 
the trigger of his M-14. A big 7.62mm slug bored a hole in the 
sentry’s chest. He crashed backward into the room, followed by 
O’Quinn. 

A technician rose from his chair, mouth twisted into an ‘‘oh’' 
of surprise. O’Quinn slammed him back against the inner wall 
with a lateral butt stroke, then swung his rifle into position .and 
shot another armed soldier who struggled to bring his own 
weapon into play. 

The bullet smacked him in the right side of his chest, changed 

direction and clipped off a chunk of spine on the way out. 
O’Quinn stepped over the corpse and yanked a switch. 
_ Outside, the floodlights faded to darkness. He set his rifle 
aside and groped in a pocket for a quarter-pound block of C-4. 
This he attached to the casing of the generator, up close to the 
- shaft that connected it with the diesel engine. He pressed a fuse 
detonator cap into the malleable mass and inserted a two foot 
length of time fuse, crimping shut the open end of the detonator. 
The other end he slid into place in the open end of an M-2 fuse 
igniter, making sure it caught snugly against the pronged fuse 
retainer points. He bent together the arms of the safety pin and 
jostled it to insure it fit loosely in the hole. 

Suddenly a soldier who had been lying low on the opposite 
side of the generator leaped at him, a wicked knife in his hand. 

O’Quinn narrowly dodged the slashing blade and quickly 
belted the NVA under the jaw with a muscular forearm. The 
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blow lifted the Gook soldier and sent him hurtling across the 
room. O’Quinn drew his cocked-and-locked .45 pistol. A fat, 
stubby 230 grain ball round split the NVA’s sternum, sending a 
shower of bone fragments into his lungs, and punched a hole 
through his aorta. He bled to death, kicking feebly, while 
O’Quinn finished his work, pulled the pin from the striker arm 
and hurried out of the shed. 

Routinely, the Marine sergeant made a quick check of his 
surroundings. It included a glance at the radio mast atop the 
pagoda. Although canted to one side, it appeared to remain 
intact. Something had to be done about that, he realized, and 
fast.. A quick search showed him a possible, if unreliable, way 
upward. O’Quinn slung his rifle and began to climb. 

Alternating protrusions and indentations in the design of the 
curving stupas provided hand and foot holds. Ten feet off the 
ground, O’Quinn began to sweat profusely. He shoved and 
pulled his way from stone outcrop to hollow square. His palms 
grew slippery. Trickles of salt-impregnated perspiration stung his 
eyes. Keep going! he urged himself. Another step. Now .. . pull 
... harder... another. 

Like a fly on a tacky surface, he made slow progress, 
conscious of every surplus ounce he had failed to lose before the 
mission. Half way up, his arms and legs trembled from the effort 
and he momentarily lost hope of achieving his goal. Then the 
realization that he could never make it back down without injury 
unless he cleared the top started him out again. 

It seemed hours, though only three minutes of real time had 
passed, when O’Quinn threw a shaking leg over onto the small, 
flat platform at the top of the spire. He rolled onto his back and 
lay panting for long seconds. Then, carefully he began to mold 
cutting charges from the explosive in his pack. He tied each 
together with a girth hitch to the main line of time fuse, which he 
rigged in another M-2 fuse igniter and attached the free end of a 
long coil of stout cord. This he tossed over the side, watching it 
unreel, past the outslanted pent room: Then he began the long 
arduous descent. : 

' His fingers bled by the time he reached the first domed 
protuberance below the tree. At eyelevel with the roof of the 
blazing barracks, he rested a moment, then yanked on the 


211 — 


played-out end of the cord. The striker pin came free and made : 
musical tinkle each time it struck the stone sides of the spire o1 
the way down. He had four minutes to get free of the building 

Painfully O’Quinn resumed his journey to the ground. Bloos 
made each handhold slippery and his muscles quaked fron 
exertion. Twice his feet missed depressions in the design ant 
scrabbled desperately to gain purchase. With one balcony t 

“negotiate, he began to doubt he would make it. 

What the hell, his mind told him. There’s nothin’ inside bu 
Gooks to kill. He swung inward and struck the.sea-grass matter 
floor with a thump. A loud crack came from heaven and the tal 
steel mast toppled in slow motion. 

It grated loudly and crashed against the side of the pagoda 
rebounded and plummeted past O’Quinn to the earth below 
Dust rose around it, obscuring the twisted metal. 

Close, O’Quinn observed. But that only counts in horseshoe: 

- and handgrenades. Now to pry open the door and get inside. 


Confusion that bordered on hysteria seized the guests insid: 
General Song’s cybaritic citadel. When the lights suddenly wen 
out, only a few flickering candles illuminated the scene of panic 
The Black Eagles swarmed in through the wide-flung portals anc 
began the grim work of converting the yelling men and screamin; 
women into corpses. 

Copper-jacketed. bullets sang off the curved stone walls of thi 
main banquet room, striking sparks and adding to the destruc 
tion among the stampeded revelers. Two determined members o: 
the middle bureaucracy grabbed up AK-47s from dead. soldier. 
and returned fire. 

Culpepper felt a hot sting along the left side of his ribcage anc 
a stout tug when the too-close slug snapped a pack strap. Hi 
located the muzzle flash of his assailant and exploded his skul 
with a zinging 5.56mm round through the bridge of the Party 
Official’s nose. A warm seep of blood told the tough blac] 
soldier he had troubles, but only minor ones. He shrugged out o: 
his A-frame harness and went on with the business of. killing. T< 
his right, Falcon surged forward, M-16 stuttering softly, headec 
for a corridor that led to the interior of the pagoda. 
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Falcon and Andrea fought free of the dying throng and, 
accompanied by Xavier Olobong, ran into the narrow hallway. 
Ten yards along it, doors led off at regular intervals. Falcon 
reached the first and kicked it open. He released a stream of slugs 
into the room beyond. 

Hot metal ripped into the naked body of a skinny man who lay 
sprawled across the bed, an AK-47 in his hands. He arched 
upward, arms and legs flailing in uncontrolled spasms. A girl 
shrieked in terror. She leaped up from beside the man who had 
been screwing her moments before, blood running from a wound 
in her left arm. Suddenly she flung herself across the sodden 
corpse of her lover and reached for a pistol on the night stand. 

His lips set in a grim line of disapproval, Falcon blew her away 
before she reached it. He shook his head in regret and started for 
the next in line. : 

Olobong beat him there and kicked in the thin panel. Five 
rounds blasted from inside. The young Filipino snatched a 
grenade off his harness, armed it and tossed it into the room. 

The blast seemed thunderous. One fading moan followed, 
while the trio went on their way. 

Across the hall, a door opened and a naked man stepped into 
the hall, an.old French MAT-49 submachine gun in his hands. 
Andrea hosed him back inside with a short burst from her M-16. 
His blood sprayed the walls and door posts. 

Another portal swung open and Falcon nearly shot a small, 
naked boy of ten or eleven who ran, screaming, into the hall. 
Behind him, in only a uniform shirt, Col. Van appeared, a 
Stetchkin machine pistol at the ready. Two M-16s went off as 
one. mea 

Thick streams of 5.56mm murder shredded the perverted Lt. 
Colonel and left his rended parts in a crimson pool on the floor. 

Falcon smashed in another door and braced for resistance. 
None came from the three people inside. Bemused by the fumes _ 
of opium, its blue smoke ribbons filling the air, they looked up 
disinterestedly while Falcon turned them into mangled, red- 
oozing meat. The big leader of the Black Eagles sniffed the 
deadly odor of the drug and his lips curled in disgust. He strode 
on to a large, ornate door at the end of the corridor. 

“Song’s apartment,’’ he told the pair at his back. “‘I’ll put a 
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month’s pay on it. Stand back.” 

It took two solid blows from Falcon’s size ten boot t to smash 
open the solidly bolted door. It swung wide to the astounding 
vision of a completely nude young woman standing in the middle 
of the room. Eyes wide with confusion, she clutched a 9mm 
Makarov pistol in her hand. As though only now conscious of 
her immediate threat, she started to bring it upward. 

My Wei had never experienced violence in her eighteen years. 
The loud explosions, nearly constant detonation of small arms 
and the shrieks of the dying frightened and disoriented her. She 
~ only dimly perceived the armed person in the open doorway. The 

enemy. She remembered the general’s words and fumbled off the 
safety catch and thumbed the hammer. Slowly she lined the top 
of the barrel up with the thick bulk,in front of her. 

The muzzle centered on Falcon’s chest before he could react. 
_ My Wei’s finger tightened on the trigger and death lingered only 
a split second away for the big American captain. Then he heard 
a throaty coughing at his side and slightly to the rear. 

‘Andrea Thuy squeezed off a five round burst from -her 
suppressed M-16. Three hot, 5.56mm hornets smacked meatily 
"into the rounded swell of My Wei’s abdomen. The fourth hit her 
_ in the hollow at the base of her throat and snapped her head 
‘back so that the last one entered through a nostril and blew off 
the back of her skull. 

‘The Makarov exploded: loudly and discharged its bullet into 
the ceiling in nearly the same instant. It knocked loose a shower 
of colored tiles from a mural a Tepeod ces from an illustration 4 in 
‘the Kama Sutra. 

My Wei did a slow pirouette to the left and runaway impulses 
drove her legs into a macabre dance of death that continued a 
few seconds after she fell to the floor. She would share her 
favors with no more generals on the eve of their doom. 

“God .. .”? Falcon blurted out. “She had me cold.” 
“Communist bitch!’’ Andrea spat. : 
Together, they turned away to seek out more of the enemy. 


“Sierra Poppa, this is Zeus. Sierra Poppa, this is Zeus, over.’’ 
Marc Blum had heard the grenades explode, announcing the 
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start of the raid and immediately activated his transceiver. He 
had sat in the entrance way of the small cave, watching the stars, 
but it had done little to alleviate the cold terror he felt at being 
alone in the dark, encased in the slimy stone walls of the cave. 
For a while he ate librium pills like candy, then, with a curse, 
forced himself to stop. The blasts from the compound jerked - 
him out of his personal terror and set him to work. 

-He put out his call every fifteen seconds after that, only to 
-hear a fine pattern of static that his squelch control could not 
entirely dampen. 

More blasts thudded softly over the distance, and the rattle of 
gunfire, Still he heard nothing from the distant airfield in Thai- 
land where the strike flight waited for word. 

‘Sierra Poppa, this is Zeus. Do you copy? Over.”’ 

More crackling silence. 

“Sierra Poppa, this i is Zeus. mere Poppa, reply if you copy. 
Over. 9D 

“This is Sierra Poppa. We copy you clear but weak. Over.” 

At last! Blum wiped worry sweat from his forehead and 
pressed the talk button on his mike. ‘‘Sierra Poppa, this is Zeus. 
I have a mission. I say again, I have a mission. Sector involved is 
November Victor two-three. Coordinates follow ...’? Blum 
checked the small slip of damp paper in his hand and read off 
the coordinates for the pagoda. ‘“‘Rendezvous Point will be Hill 
two-seven-seven-niner. Orbit Point will be ridge southwest. of 
target at five miles, heading zero-three-seven. Coordinates are 
...’? Again he consulted the crumpled list. 

“Roger, Zeus. We have that. What took you so long? Flight 
leader will be Thunderbolt One. What Authentication? Over.’’ 

“Sierra Poppa, Authentication will be Kilo-Alpha-Alpha two- 
niner, Saturday Sierra-Oscar-India. Have Thunderbolt One 
contact at Rendezvous Point. Over.” 

‘*Roger, Zeus. The birds are on the way.’’ 

An hour to the rendezvous point. Then the last fateful decision 
would have to be made. It was entirely up to him. In less than’ 
two hours the pagoda would be rubble. Blum sincerely hoped all 
the team would be clear before he had to send in the tracy 
lightning bolts from the sky. 
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Silence and the salty smell of death filled the pagoda. Falcon 
looked around him at the gore-splattered walls and heaps of 
corpses. A steaming stench rose from ruptured organs. One by 
one the Black Eagles came to report to him. 

“Everything buttoned up in back,’’ Remington Snow 
informed Falcon. ‘‘No one got out.’’ 

“‘Where is Song?” - 

‘Someone will locate him,’’ the troop sergeant opined, 

A burst of fire sounded briefly on the mezzanine level 
surrounding the banquet hall. O’Quinn’s head appeared at the 
rail. ‘‘House cleanin’s done up here, Cap’n.”’ 

**Any sign of General Song?”’ 

*‘None. But I haven’t seen all the bodies.”’ 

**Get on it. We have to be sure he’s dead.”’ 

Ritchie Wakely approached, a worried look on his face. ‘‘No 
sign of anything that looks like a decoder, Falcon.”’ 

“*Keep looking. You have to examine it if nothing else. ” 

Across the big room Falcon heard two familiar voices raised in 

‘ pointless argument. ‘‘You’re bleeding, Sam. Let me get a look at 
that,’’ Malpractice McCorkel demanded, 

“‘Naw, man. It’s only a scratch,’’ Culpepper countered. 
**We've still got work to do.”’ 

“Scratches kill people in the jungle. Sit down and take off that 
_ jacket. You don’t do anything else until that’s cleaned up.” 

“Got a shot of booze to ease the pain, Malpractice?”’ 

**God, don’t I wish. Now, strip down.”’ 

Falcon started in that direction when Andrea came up. ‘“‘The 
conscripts and forced laborers don’t want to go, Falcon. They 
say they want arms to fight the Communists.”’ 

’. “Oh, Christ.” 

‘Think a second,’ Andrea suggested. 

A sudden light came over Falcon’s face. ‘“‘Yeah. We arm 
them, motivate hell out of them and send the lot off in another 
direction from the one we take. Let them shoot hell out of every- 
thing they encounter as a massive diversion.”’ 

‘My thought, exactly. After all, they’re the ones who wanted 
to live under the benefits of Communism. Now let them pay the 
price.”’ 

Falcon shrugged. Andrea’s version sounded callous, but he 
had tco many unsolved problems remaining for him to long 
worry over a group of North Vietnamese civilians who suddenly 
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iscovered there was a lot more evil about Communism. than 
ood. By now Blum would have the strike mission ordered. They 
idn’t have Song and the decoder still eluded Junior’s search. 
uck ’em. Let the gooners shift for themselves. 

‘Find them one weapon apiece and several spare magazines, 
1en form them up for instructions in how to use Kalashnikovs, 
Vhen we leave here, point them the other way.” ; 


_A‘nervous aide awakened Colonel Ninh Duy Dong at four to 
wee. He knew the garrison commander’s temper when 
isturbed at anything outside routine. But ... the message 
xemed critical. Ninh growled like a tiger after the second knock. 

**What is-it?’”” 

‘“‘An urgent message from General Song’s headquarters, 
‘omrade Colonel.’’ 

“At this time of night?”? The garrison commander had aad 
‘ousers On now and threw open the door. 

“It claims there is a massive attack on the compound, sir.” 

“Nonsense. A few guerrillas. That’ S what the good general ~ 
aid himself only yesterday morning.”’ 

“It must be true, sir. The transmission cut off in midsentence. 
he radio operator has been unable to raise them since and the 
round lines are down.”’ 

‘*An attack? Who? How many?”’ 

“The estimate given was about a hundred. Maong tribesmen 
nd some Americans, possibly downed fliers.”’ 

‘*A hundred? Ridiculous. Perhaps thirty. They’ve had it too 
oft over there. Panicked. That’s all. Alert the garrison. I want a 
lief force organized, take two companies. Full field gear. I will 
e ready in five minutes.” 

Eight minutes later, after assuring his men that they could 
asily trap the primitive guerrillas and destroy them, Col. Ninh 
da long column of fourteen trucks out the gates of the district 
arrison. The engine sounds masked the faint. rumble of 
xplosions from some twenty-nine miles away. The men felt 

for a fight and they knew their gonna would find them 


a full speed the lumbering ZIL trucks ‘ook the road toward 
e ill-fated pagoda. 
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SEVENTEEN 


Falcon took his gaze away from the face of his watch. In twent 
five minutes the strike planes would be at their rendezvous poi! 
The assault had taken only fifteen minutes. Another hour h: 
been consumed in mopping up, tending their wounded a 
searching for the elusive General Song Van Nhu and his wh 
bang decoder. In another five minutes they should be movi 
out. Yet there remained so much to do. Orders had to be give 
things done. The right orders, the right things. Could he hanc 
it? 

For the first time in his military career, Robert Falconi felt 
icy teridril of uncertainty piercing his brain. One thing h 
become obvious. There had to be hidden rooms in the pago 
and nothing would operate to reveal them with the power 0: 
blasted to ruin by O’Quinn’s charges. 

*‘Culpepper, go to the OD’s office. See if you can locate a 
auxiliary power systems. Andrea, tear the general’s office a 
quarters apart. I know we did it before, but this time take a 
important papers and try to locate any clue to where the decoc 
is located. Junior, take Malpractice and start looking for tk 
damned machine again. The rest of us will be on area securil 
Even if a message didn’t get out, the Gooks at: that. distr 
garrison will have heard the shooting. By now, with no answ 
from here, they’ll be on their way.’’ 

‘*How long do we have before we can expect trouble’ 
Remington Snow inquired. 

“The district garrison is only forty-five klicks away. They’ 
on the main road and we can be sure they have transportatio 
Give it ...’’ Falcon paused and checked his watch. ‘‘At t 
worst, if the radio operator got a message through to them, ' 
can figure trouble in no more than ten minutes. If not, we have 
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it-more. So get crackin’.”’ 


**Still no sign of the little black box,’’ Malpractice McCorkel 
eported to Falcon ten minutes later. 

“Keep looking.’’ Falcon frowned. The numbers were running 
ut for them. They had to be at least half a mile away when the 
lanes came in. He had no doubt Blum would go ahead and call 
he air strike. A short drop or an overshot, depending on the 
pproach heading, could wipe out the whole team. 

‘*Sam Spade asked for you to come to the OD office,”’ Horny 
ack told Falcon a moment later. 

**You have those RPDs in place to cover the compound?” 

“Sure. Also gathered up all the ammo and small arms 
round.” 

“Good. We have to conserve our own.”’ 

Falcon and Galchaser walked along a narrow corridor that led 
fff the reception hall outside the banquet recom. A dim glow of 
andle light came from an open doorway half way down the 
assage. It formed a ghostly rectangle of wavering yellow on the 
tone floor and walls. 

The two men stopped in the center of the weak source of 
lumination. ‘‘I’ve got an RPD set up in a narrow window at the 
nd of the corridor. That’s where I'll be,”’ the big Cherokee told 
‘falcon. 

Inside the duty office, Culpepper greeted him with a wide, 
asy grin. ‘‘Good news, Cap’n. There’s a dual set of wires to 
verything in this place. This switch is the arming circuit for the 
ninefields. Yeah, I know,”’ he added in response to Falcon’s 
tart of surprise. ““We walked right over ’em on the way in. 
Jere’s the internal lighting system. Only red battle lights, at low 
yattage, but they’re there. And here ... an auxiliary light 
ystem. I don’t know where they are or what they’re aimed at, 
ut we can give ’em power.” 

“Sounds all right. You’ve done a good job. Now, where’s the 
ower for them?’’ 

‘*That’s the best part. In our earlier searches, everyone over- 
s0ked a hidden room. It’s right behind this one, built into the 
hick outer wall of the pagoda. Here,’’ he rose from the seat 
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formerly occupied by the dead Sgt. Ong and led the way throus 
a thick brocaded wall hanging that covered the doorwa 
Another candle flickered within and, by its light, Culpepp 
explained the systems. 

“It’s a small gasoline seceraion system and a lot of big stora; 
batteries. My guess is that you just fire it up, throw all tl 
switches to the on position and you have whatever you want. 

“Let’s do it. We need light to search for Song and th 
decoder.”’ 

_ Culpepper checked. the gasoline engine for the third tim 
crossed two fingers and then pressed the start button. The sm: 
battery caused the starter to whine faintly, in a laggardly fashio: 
then turned it faster. The motor coughed, sputtered and caugh 
The governor depressed automatically and the power pla 
roared into life. Falcon watched over Culpepper’s shoulder whi 
the voltage-gauge rose to the indicator mark. 

.“SAll right. Put it on line, Sam,”’ Falcon told the black NCC 

Culpepper closed a large switch on the output line from tl 

generator and the soft red glow of battle lights filled the roor 
He crossed to the storage battery bank and threw another leve 
‘*We're ready now,”’ he announced simply. 
_ Back in the duty office, Culpepper flipped open the safe 
cover that guarded the electrically armed mine circuit. His lar; 
thumb depressed the red-painted toggle and activated the min 
fields. ‘‘So far, so good.’’ Two seconds later he had every syste 
operating. 

Falcon and Culpepper started to exchange satisfied smil 
when, dimly perceived through the thick walls of the pagod 
they felt the heavy, rhythmic thuds of an M-60 machine gu 
firing. 

*tAwh, shit. The Gooks got here,’’ Falcon declared ar 
hurried out into the hallway. 


An instant after the gate to Song’s compound came into vie. 
a machine gun opened fire. An American machine gun, Cc 
Ninh thought automatically as he listened to the slower, heavi 
pounding of the weapon’s detonation. His driver hit the brak 
= swerved the GAZ field car mn into the trees pone the roa 
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ehind him, the trucks did the same and began to debouch the 
aiting troops. 

Platoons began to form, waiting for instructions. Col. Ninh 
epped onto the ground and faced his expectant officers. ‘‘Lt. 
uoc, take your platoon and flank the compound. Be ready to 
rike from the blind side, beyond the burning barracks, when we 
»gin the final assault. Give us, ah, fifteen minutes to probe the 
‘fenses. 

“Lt. Ban, take your platoon around the other direction, to 
irm a line with its base on our right flank and-extend along that 
de of the pagoda. Be ready to attack when you hear our 
histles for the final assault. Until then, all commands will be 
‘tbal and by arm signal. The rest of you move into position in 
ont of my vehicle and let’s see what they have in there.’ 
The moment the first NVA soldiers showed themselves at the 
ige of the trees surrounding the compound, two RPDs opened 
) with staccato accompaniment to the hammering of the M-60. 
ol. Ninh made careful observations through a pair of field 
asses. 

The glare from floodlights placed under the protecting eaves 
’ the pagoda made his task difficult. Those would have to go 
rst, he decided. Except for motionless bodies littering the white 
avel drives and walkways, he saw no sign of life outside the 
agoda. Good. All sealed up in a trap. That only leaves the gun 
ew at the sentry box. 

Small flickers of muzzle flame came from several windows 
ow. Assault rifles, he was sure. 

‘Comrade Captain, have your men push forward across the 
pen ground. Put some sharpshooters to taking out those flood- 
thts, too.” 

**Yes, Comrade Colonel. Ah .. .. General Song had a wide 
and of minefield put in around the perimeter.”’ 

“*T see no blast holes and no enemy dead out there. Perhaps it 
as never armed and they know nothing about it.”’ 

“Yes, Comrade Colonel.” The captain left to direct his 
oops. Col. Ninh remained in his car, a slight smile on his lips. 
yon they would have proof of direct American intervention in 
e affairs of the Democratic Republic. 

Of the fact that Americans had to be involved, he had not the 
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slightest doubt. They. were there, all right. Maong guerrill 
never attacked a fortified position like this. And, if they di 
they could never carry off the operation without losses. The lac 
of.dead enemy convinced him that highly trained personnel we 
involved. And the elite American fighting men were among tl 
best in the world. Although a dedicated Communist, Ninh kne 
better than to believe all the propaganda produced by Hanoi ar 
Moscow . . . especially misinformation about Americans. 

Yankees are supposed to be weak, spineless and concerne 
only with creature comforts, yet historically, Americans he 
often won battles against overwhelming odds. Sometimes thi 
lose the battle, but the enemy pays most dearly for suc 
“‘victories.”” The. Alamo was one example of such stubborn 
fearless courage and deadly determination. 

The United States had been born from warfare and the warric 
spirit still thrived in many of her people. Proof of this was tt 
fact millions of American citizens, not just the the police ar 
military, own firearms. They want to be able to protect then 
selves without relying on the government’s help. Such an insar 
policy would never be followed in a Communist country. Wh: 
how could the citizens ever be trusted to remain obedient an 
subservient with guns.in their hands? 

- Americans are individualistic and independent, Ninh reflecte: 

yet they’re superb at teamwork and fiercely loyal to fello 
members of their unit and the cause that binds them togethe 
Ninh considered this a most puzzling paradox. He was incapab 
of understanding this because he didn’t really know whi 
freedom truly meant. A scattering of slow, aimed fire brougl 
his attention to the floodlights again. 

Through the binoculars, Ninh watched while chips of stone fle 
from the eaves fronting the pagoda. Suddenly one of the glarin 
lamps flared bright yellow and faded to smoking blacknes: 
Excellent. A few more and we can take advantage of the dark. 

Another bright spot of illumination winked out. Captai 
Teung ordered his men to rush forward in a probing strike. Co 
- .Ninh felt a surge of elation. Perhaps, just perhaps, they migt 
succeed in overwhelming the machine gun at the gate and brea 
into the compound. 

Then the landmines began to explode.. 


es * *& 
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“‘We have company,’’ Dinky Dow said over the AN/PRC-6 
and radio he carried. ‘‘About two companies of NVA troops.” 

“Don’t stay there too long,’’ Falcon replied. ‘‘Keep them 
tirred up a while, then pull the breech block and haul out, leave 
ae M-60 behind. Over.” 

“Right, Captain. I'll empty the box of ammunition I have 
ow, then pull back to the pagoda. Dow out.” 

Two RPDs began to fire from windows on the mezzanine level. 
‘rom the big front doors, Matador Rivera lobbed two 40mm 
renades from Culpepper’s CGL-4. Falcon looked around him. 
‘hey had little ammunition to engage in a sustained firefight . . . 
nd less time. He had to consider the long trek to the pick-up 
oint. 

“Use only captured weapons,’’ he shouted. ‘‘Save ours for the 
xfiltration. And try for aimed fire. Don’t shoot unless yom have - 

clear target.” 

“Hey, Falcon, we’ve found it!’’ Junior Wakely called as he 
rotted up to where Falcon stood. ‘‘There’s a hidden door that 
sads to a series of cells, like a dungeon. It’s the decoder, I’m 
ure of it.’ 

“Any sign of Song?” 

“No, sir. I think he got out through a small hana down 
here. The decoder is too big for him to manhandle through the 
ntrance alone, so he left it. We did find some prisoners, though. 
lalf a dozen Viets and three Maong tribesmen. A couple are 
orta badly broken up, but they all want to kill Reds. 
’“Hummm.” Another fucking problem, Falcon thought. 
‘Give me a second to work something out here. We're up to our 
sses in little Gook soldiers out there. We’ve got an air strike on 
he way. And now you tell me we have wounded prisoners to 
leal with. Any ideas how to get out of here without being blown 
way?”’ « 

“Use the tunnel, of course.”’ 

‘Right! Only we have to take the decoder along. That means 
t leaves first. Can you and Olobong handle it?’’ 

“Sure. Easy. It’s heavy, but with a head start, we can get it 
rut. of the way before the rest of you come through.” 

“Then get on with it. And take along those freed prisoners. 
\rm them and point them in the direction the conscript workers 
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took. The more people out there raising merry hell the better. 
Quickly Falcon began to run through a series of possibilitie 
What they needed, he decided, was a way to hold off the trooy 
until they could safely withdraw through the tunnel. That mear 
the enemy commander had to believe a large force opposed hin 
And he had to believe they were still in position after the tear 
left the pagoda. 

**Rivera! Seal up that front entrance and come here.”’ 

When the slender, boyish-faced Mexican-American joine 
him, Falcon explained what he wanted. ‘Can you link the amm 
in one box to that in another and rig the RPDs to fi 
continuously for a while?”’ - 

“Sure. Nothing to it. Take about five minutes.’’ 

“‘Get started.’? What next? A clear image of confusion an 
sudden death among the NVA troops came to him. ‘He 
Remington, I’ve got a job for you.’’ He gestured to the troo 
sergeant, who trotted over. 

**Go to the O.D’s office and tell Culpepper to report to me. 
have something for him to do.” 

The volume of fire swelled suddenly and. from outside Falco 
heard the shouts of men charging their positions. A few stra 
slugs entered the pagoda and sang off the stone walls. 

Then the landmines let go. _~ f 

The shouts of triumph and encouragement from. the NV. 
soldiers changed to shrieks of pain and shouts of startled horro: 
Two more mines detonated with sharp, crackling reports. 

Through a window Falcon caught sight of a gout of dirt flyin 
skyward, along with a large hind quarter of an NVA Gool 
Other maimed bodies and bloodied, writhing wounded littere 
the plowed earth between the fence and the trees. 

One thin, continuous wail of misery split the air, while th 
NVA troops pulled back into the safety of the jungle. A few fin: 
blasts came from the Soviet weapons manned by the Blac 
Eagles, then silence settled outside. 

Snow found Falcon kneeling by the window he had used as 
firing port. Culpepper trotted along at his side. ‘Junior an 
Bugs are on their way out.’’ a. ; 

“‘Good,’’ Falcon remarked. ‘‘Now comes the hard par 
Culpepper, I want you to rig a couple of booby-traps and a dela 
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Jaymore in here.”’ : 

_Culpepper gave Falcon a wide grin. “‘I’ll fix em some nice 
mes.’? He hurried off to devise a minor Gehesia for the NVA | 
roops. 

‘‘While he’s at that, check with Rivera on the continuous fire 
uns. Tell him that if he can find enough, he might link three 
voxes together. One gun could survive that long.’’ 

‘*What’s the deal?’ 

“Like Junior said, we’re going out through the tunnel.” 

*“Gotcha. We’ll wait until their next assault, put in a little 
imed fire and then withdraw.” 

“‘Now you’re thinking. And all the while, there will still be 
vut-going rounds from here.”’ : 

“Beautiful.”’ 

:'“There’s something goin’ down out there,’’ O’ Quinn warned 
rom above. ‘‘The slopes are bunchin’ up inside the treeline.’’ 

“This may be the big push,’’ Falcon advised. ‘‘Be ready to 
vull out when I give the word.”’ 

“By God, look at this!’” O’Quinn bellowed. 

Falcon and Snow peered out the window. 

Two teams of sappers had been sent forward with crudely 
nade bangalore torpedoes, reminiscent of Chinese models of the 
<orean War period. Flat on their bellies the NVA demo crews 
nched to the edge of the minefield and began to assemble and 
lide forward the jointed sections of the tubular explosive 
levices. 

- “They figure to clear assault lanes,’’ Falcon declared. 

“So?” 

**We slow them down until Rivera is ready. Up on the mezz 
tine!’’ the Black Eagles’ leader called. ‘‘Slow and careful. Knock 
ff those sappers. Not enough at one time to panic them, just 
me at a time. Make ’em work for their reward.’’ 

Precious minutes passed while the expert riflemen of the Black 
sagles picked off one, then another sapper, slowing progress on 
weaching the minefield. Time! the word screamed in Falcon’s 
nind. By now the planes would be nearing the rendezvous point. 
n another ten minutes they would be at the orbit point and 
eady to start their roll-in for the attack. Not... enough... 
ucking ... time! the message repeated in his skull. 
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“They’re through,’’ O’Quinn announced. 

“‘Matador’s set,’’ Snow relayed to Falcon. 

With a shattering roar, the bangalore torpedoes went off 
ripping gouts of earth high into the air, sympathetic detonatio: 
setting off two dozen mines. Great pits appeared in the former! 
parade ground level strip. The heavy, acrid stench of burne 
TNT wafted into the pagoda. 

‘“‘Any time now,” Falcon cautioned. “Load several AKs pe 

an. Empty two magazines and half the teams pull out. On 
more magazine and the remainder go. Last man out when th 
unmanned guns open up. And, Matador, close all the doors t: 
the dungeon and the tunnel behind you.” 

*7Si, como no? Falcon,’’ Rivera responded. 

It brought a grin to the team leader’s tight-stretched mouth 
Rivera was enjoying hell out of this, which was good, Falco) 
reflected. So, by God was he. All of them, in fact. This was thei 
world. They belonged here, doing a job well and taking prid 
and pleasure in the doing. Dirty? Of course it was. Dangerous 

‘Oh, hell yes. Possibly ‘timmoral,”’ like the bleeding hearts a 
home whined? That remained to be seen, although Falco 
believed war required a different kind of morality than mos 
civilians could understand. Until one has been in combat- 
especially in Vietnam—he isn’t qualified to judge the actions o 
those who have been. The Black Eagles were doing what they di 
best and loving every second of it. And right then and there, tha 

‘was all that truly mattered. 

_ “Pll be waiting at the first one for you, Matador,’’ Culpeppe 
informed Rivera. “I’ve got a little something special cooked uy 
for each of those doors.”’ - 

Whistles shrilled outside and a raw-throated roar of battle lus 

rose from the NVA soldiers. 

| “This is it??? Falcon bellowed. ‘Hang in there, everybody 

We've gotta make believers out of them.’’ 


Colonel Ninh Duy Dong paced the ground beside his GAZ-69 
He regretted the loss of life in placing the bangalore torpedoes 
Séven men killed. Not an efficient operation. Yet, now it wa 
ready. His certainty that Americans commanded, and probabl 
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comprised the major part of the force they confronted increased. 
Maong tribesmen were notoriously poor shots with firearms. 
Chey prefered their crossbows. 

‘All is ready, Comrade Colonel.” 

“Thank you, Comrade Captain.’’ Ninh looked at his cheap 
Timex watch. ‘‘One minute to go.” 

Both men waited, breathless, while the seconds ticked by. - 
‘inh raised his arm again, drew back the cuff and gazed at the 
noving sweep hand. 

**You may begin the attack, Comrade Captain.” 

Whistles shrilled and the order to advance was given. Support 
ire would come from the platoon on the right flank. Ninh 
rermitted himself a small smile of triumph. The force inside the 
ragoda was fair in size, though smaller than he had at first 
mticipated. Formidable, yes. Though not strong enough to with- 
tand a concerted attack by two companies. Men surged into the 
leared lane provided by the bangalore blasts. 

Immediately the defenders opened fire. The front row of the 
issault force withered under a scything swath of accurate, single- 
ire volleys. Their comrades forced past the bodies of the dead 
md dying and started to run. More joined them. The machine- 
‘uns in the pagoda opened up. Short, tight bursts of five and ten 
ounds hosed down the attackers. On came more men. 

A team in the lead blew a hole in the fence with a small satchel 
‘harge. One of them died in the process, his head shattered by a 
',62mm steel-cored slug from an AK-47. Others took his place 
ind risked death to hold open the sundered fabric while the NVA 
roops poured through. 

They gained the interior of the iupbead only to be battered 
vy a fury of full-auto fire. Charged with adrenalin and deafened 
vy the roar of their own weapons, added to the defenders’, they 
hought of only one thing. Get inside. From his position, 
hough, Col. Ninh noticed a significant slackening of fire. It gave 
iim a sense of unease, though he had no idea of what it meant. 

There! Now only three RPDs rattled in defiance. What could 
t mean? Were the rest dead? Surely they had no way to escape? 
Yow only two guns blasted at his troops. ; 

Something had definitely gone wrong. Americans, Ninh 
hought with a strange vehemence. They are more clever and 
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dangerous than vipers. The Yankees are devilishly resourceful. I 
World War II they defeated their enemies regardless of the local 
of the battlefield—the forests of Europe, the deserts of Nort 
.Africa or the islands of the Pacific. Could they do the same eve 
in the jungles of Vietnam? Ninh started to shout for caution, t 
turn back the tide of men rushing to the breach from the rigt 
flank. The final machine gun stopped firing. 

In the silence, a shout rose from the forefront of the assau 
group. The main entrance had been broken open. 


“How far does this tunnel run, Falcon?”’ O’Quinn inquired 

“Only those who have gone through know that,’’ the Blac 
Eagles leader replied. 

“*Can’t be too far. I smell jungle stink,’ ** Culpepper offered 

“Hey, right,’? Matador Rivera added. “eee old rot an 
spew. I say about fifty meters more.” 

“There’s something moving up there,’’ O’Quinn warned. 

“It’s me,’’ Malpractice’s tenor voice echoed down the tunne 
““What kept you?” 

“Culpepper and his fancy gadgets,’’ Falcon informed th 
medic. ‘‘We’re the last.’’ 

A few more steps brought the final members of the team o1 
‘into the jungle night. ‘‘Close this off,’’ Falcon directed, ‘‘so 0 
Sam can ‘give the NVA another present.’’ 

“There was no hatch or anything. Just a couple of logs an 
some vines,’” Malpractice told him. 

**Whatever, rig it the way it was.’’ Falcon pulled out h 
linsatic compass and spent a. few moments orienting the 
position in relation to the cave where Blum waited with the radi 
to direct the air strike. 

Culpepper knelt by the logs that Malpractice and Rivera swun 
into place. ‘‘Hummm. Yeah. There’s the place,’ he whispered t 
himself. He went to work quickly and attached a pair of whil 
phosphorous grenades to the ground, fastening short pull-wir 
to the safety pin.rings and the sections of tree trunk in such 
manner that the slightest movement would pull them free an 
arm the small fire bombs. 

“‘Ready,”’ he announced at last. 
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Off over his shoulder, a hollow boom echoed from the 
pagoda. Culpepper grinned. ‘Seems they must have opened the 
front door.”’ 

Falcon led off, the remainder of the team keeping silence 
behind him. Time. . . the word dragged at Falcon’s heels so that 
he felt he would never lead his people far enough away before 
the planes dropped. out of the sky to reduce Song’s carnal castle 
into a heap of rubble. Half a klick to safety, another klick to the 
cave. 


_ “Zeus, this is Thunderbolt One. Over.’’ The low-tuned radio 
next to Marc Blum buzzed with the voice of the flight leader. 

“This is Zeus. I’ve got you five-by. Over.’’ A sudden tightness 
in his chest pained Blum. There had been a lot of firing not long 
ago. Much more than anticipated for the raid. That meant 
trouble. Had the team gotten out? Were they trapped in the 
pagoda? 

“We are at the Pendent: Authentication, please. Over.’’ 

‘Authentication Kilo-Alpha-Alpha ae Delta Four- 
Six-Seven-Five. Over.”” 

“Roger that. Over.”’ 

Blum swallowed hard, made a make-or-break decision. ‘“‘You . 
are cleared to the Orbit Point. Over.” . ; 

‘*Rog-0, Zeus. Thunderbolt One out.” 

Let them be out, Blum thought frantically. So far he had 
heard nothing on the other set resting beside him on the dusty 
floor of the cave. Odd, for more than an hour now he had not 
been bothered by his fear of close, dark places, But the fate of 
the Black Eagles worried him frantic. 


“Zeus, this is Eagle. We are out. Over.”” 

‘*Roger that, Eagle,’’ Blum’s voice came over the handi-talkie 
in Falcon’s hand. His words spoke great dissertations on relief. 
“‘Birds are on way to Orbit Point. Over.” 

*“We’re out, but we’re not far away. Have them hold. Over.’’ 

**Roger. Have them hold. Over.’’ 

“Roger. Eagle out.’’ 
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Falcon could almost hear Blum sigh with relief. They were out 
but their problems weren’t over. A few seconds later, hi 
prediction bore fruit in the form of a shouted challenge and : 
‘burst of fire from three AKs. 

‘De neguyen!’’ 

- “What the hell??? Horny Jack blurted. 

AK rounds ripped the leaves over their heads. ‘‘Must have sen 
out flankers,’? Falcon speculated. ‘‘When they couldn’t.ge 
through the minefield they probably turned back. Spread out,’ 
he ordered the others unnecessarily. 

Cautiously Falcon wormed his way forward on his belly, th 
rich, sour stench of the jungle ripe in his nostrils. He made som 
thirty yards when he came into contact with the patrol of Lt 
Quoc. Spread in a thin line across the trail, the men bulke 
_ darker against the pre-dawn night sky and oppressive jung 
growth. Grenades! Falcon sent the order in a burst of menta 
power. 

The other Black Eagles must have reached the same conclusio1 
at nearly the same time. Suddenly a line of loud cracks an 
bright flashes burst along the enemy position. Kneeling an 
prone men screamed in agony and several rose into the air 
shattered remnants of their former selves. 

‘Again!’ Falcon bellowed, congratulating himself and hi 
team on their sixth sense approach to combat. He hurled th 
M-27 fragger in his right hand a second later. Shrapnel shreddex 

the underbrush and brought more screams. __ 
' At once, he opened up with the AK he carried, his M-16 stil 
slung over his shoulder in reserve. Other weapons blasted to hi. 
right and left. Return fire slackened and then dwindled out. / 
moment before the last NVA soldier died, Falcon heard a grun 
from the left. 

‘‘Sombitch got me in the leg,’” Horny Jack growled. 

“Bad?” 

‘‘Naw. Through and through on the outside of my thigh 
That'll teach me to keep down.” 

Falcon moved over to his old friend. ‘‘Can you walk, Jack?’ 

‘Sure. Just need something to plug the aa 

**Hey, Malpractice, over here.”’ 

“Right behind you, Falcon. Lemme see thet, Jack.’’ 
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The medic knelt beside the tall Cherokee and cut away the 
cloth over the wound, which seeped blood from two holes. 

“Clean through. Good. A little of this and a bit of that and 
you'll be all right.’’ He deftly applied medication and a double 
field dressing. 

Quickly the team reorganized and started out for the distant 
cave, the lead elements trotting, Falcon, Jack Galchaser and Mal 
McCorkel bringing up the rear at a slower pace. 

They still had a long way to go. 


231 


EIGHTEEN | a 


When the light machine guns stopped firing and Col. Ninh sent 
the remainder of his troops into the pagoda, he felt a surge of 
“relief and expectation. Even so, his suspicion quotient rar 
unusually high. What was the state of their forces? They coulc 
not have gotten out, that much he knew. There should have beer 
some sort of continued resistance, yet there had been none. He 
now doubted his original thought that they could all be dead. A 
loud blast and a chorus of shrieks caused his vision of victory tc 
‘shrink to a faded memory. 

“‘A mine,’’ one of the survivors reported to him a few second: 
later. “When we entered the reception hall beyond the tall doors 
it went off. Six men dead, ten more wounded.” 

“Any sign of the enemy?”’ 

*‘None.”’ ; 

‘*Where are they?”’ 

*I do not know, Comrade Colonel.”’ 

A sudden rattle of assault rifle fire decided Ninh to go in anc 
see for himself. What he found in the banquet room resembled ¢ 
slaughter house. Blood splattered the walls, along with bits o! 
flesh and other sundered parts. Huge pools of the crimson fluic 
had formed on the decorative stone floor. Ranking military mer 
and civilian officers lay sprawled with their female companion: 
and his own badly mauled troops. Nowhere did he find a body 
that could be positively identified as an enemy. Another burst 0: 
gunfire sounded from the mezzanine level. Two uniformec 
soldiers staggered backward and one toppled over the railing. Hi: 
body hit the flagstones with a heavy, lifeless smack. 

‘Our own men,”’ the other choked out before he slumped intc 
death. : 

““What happened up there?”’ Col. Ninh demanded. _ 
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An NVA soldier appeared at the rail. “‘An accident, Comrade 
‘olonel. We came around the far corner, my three men and I, 
nd these others fired on us. We shot back.”’ 

“Somewhat the better marksmen, I see,’? Ninh frostily 
bserved. ‘‘As you say, an accident.’’ 

More AK-47s chattered, amid cries of, ‘‘Don’t shoot, we’re on 
our side!’’ 

Ninh rounded on the nearest officer. ‘‘By Lenin’s beard, 
‘aptain, get this search organized before our own men kill off 
he entire complement.”’ 

Another blast went off. It sounded to Ninh like a grenade. 
Aaybe they had found the enemy at last. 

Everywhere the sickly sweet stench of death lingered among 
he .wall hangings, mingled with the raw odor of burned 
unpowder. Ninh started off down a narrow haliway toward . 
vhere three men smashed at a wall with their rifle butts. He 
hrew another order behind him as he went. ‘ 

“Tell the men to be more careful. This place will be full of 
;aobytraps. What they won’t find is the enemy.’’ 

“How is that, Comrade Colonel?’’ the captain inquired. 

“Somehow, though I ‘don’t know the means, they have 
scaped us.”’ 

Through the open doorway, the sound of a distant, brief 
irefight came to Ninh’s ears. He turned back a moment. 

‘That will be them, or some of them. They must have run into 
4t. Quoc’s platoon. Send some troops to reinforce him.’’ 

“Right away, Comrade Colonel.”’ 

Ninh walked to the wall. ‘‘What is the purpose in this?’’ 

“There is something behind this wall. Or, rather, Comrade 
olonel, there is nothing . . . a hollow space.’ 

’ “Keep working at it. We must learn how and where the enemy 
vent.’” 

A moment later one of the soldiers located the latch 
nechanism. Slowly the wall section swung inward. A thin cord 
tretched tightly and pulled the pins from two grenades. The 
uses burned quickly and both went off with a shattering noise. 

All three NVA troopers died, their bodies lacerated by 
undreds of slivers of steel. Ninh had been knocked to the 
round by the blast and stinging cuts on one shoulder and his 
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. tight cheek told him of shrapnel wounds. Both ears bled and 
could near nothing clearly. Burst ear drums, he told himself. 
Men came rushing from every direction. They gathered arow 
the smoking ruin of the entrance and the savaged corpses. O 
turned and asked a question that Ninh could not hear. | 
motioned for them to go into the hidden passage. 

Four soldiers complied, led by a sergeant. Halfway down t 
narrow stone steps, another boobytrap went off, killing three 
them. 

* We have, Ninh decided, discovered their escape route. 


**Zeus, this is Thunderbolt One. We are at Orbit Point. Ple: 
advise. Over.’’ 

“Thunderbolt One, this is Zeus. Advise hold your prese 
position. Friendlies are not out of target area. Hold your prese 
position. Over.’? Marc Blum had begun to- sweat again. N 
from his claustrophobia, but because he had not heard fre 
Falcon since the first report of leaving the pagoda. After t 
firefight he had listened to, he wondered if any of the Bla 
Eagles remained alive. How fast could they move with wounde 

**Zeus, we haven’t much time. There are MiGs in this neck 
the woods. Advise we can take no more than ten minutes. Th 
it is gO or return to base. Over.” 

**Hold as long as you can. Contact me at last possible circu 
Zeus out.’’ 

What chance did they have against the tremendous load 
ordnance aboard the orbiting planes? Malpractice, Horny Jac 
Junior Wakely, all guys he had learned to know and like. A: 
Falcon. Give them a break, God, Blum thought fervently. 

A bird call sounded some distance off. Rather stran; 
considering it was a North American quail. 

“Tuu-wheet, tuu-wheet!’’? Blum whistled back, his spir 
soaring. Someone, at least, had gotten through. 

A few moments later, Junior Wakely and Bugs Olobo 
trudged into the clearing in front of the cave. They lugged 
heavy black box with them. 

. “Man, is it good to see you two,’’ Blum began. “‘Is that t 
gadget we came after?”’ 
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“The same,’ Wakely acknowledged, fatigue clear in his voice. 
“How come you used a bob-white call?” Blum asked. 
Wakely grinned. ‘‘That’s the only bird call I know. » 
“Great. Where are the rest?”’ 
**Behind us. There was a hell of a firefight a little while ago. I 
. don’t know how it came out.” 
"Then they could . . .”” Blum let the obvious implication trail 


Ff unspoken. 
‘Yeah. You have any coffee around here? I could sure use 
yme.”? 2 * 


Blum looked uncomfortable. ‘‘Sorry, Junior. I was afraid to 
art a fire.” 

“You? ‘The guy who don’t like the dark? No sweat. rl go in 
te back of the cave and brew us up some.”’ 

Five minutes passed and another-bird call sounded, this time a 
ative jungle warbler. Seven dark figures, led by Remington 
now filed out of the jungle and into the cave. They sank to 
eary sitting positions on the dusty floor. 

‘Horny Jack caught a round through the outside of his thigh. 
alcon stayed back-with him. McCorkel, too. They will be along 
1a few minutes.” 

Junior Wakely handed coffee around and the tired Black 
lagles sipped appreciatively. 

‘*Zeus, this is Thunderbolt One. It’s go or no go‘as of now. 
Wer.,’” 

Reprieve flooded out in Blum’s words. “‘It’s a go, Thunder- 
olt One. I say again, GO! Recommended attack heading is zero- 
iner-five. That puts all incoming away from friendlies. 
.cknowledge, over.’’ 

‘*Roger on that. Zero-niner-five. Over.’ fd 

““How many passes do you need?’ 

“Three should do it. Over.’’ 

“Roger, Thunderbolt One. Target is a large’ pagoda, with 
sveral outbuildings. One large barracks on approach side will be 
urning. Target altitude is two-niner-seven-five Mike-Sierra- 
ima. Target is five hundred meters east of nearest friendlies. 
ires of damaged buildings will be your only marker: Ground 
re can be expected in target area, small arms and MGs only. 
here are two companies of enemy at target. Advise ridge, 
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extending to three-seven-five-oh MSL above target to your rig 
on approach. No other obstacles, beyond surrounding trees 
one hundred meters above target on all sides. Over.”’ 

“Roger, Zeus. Five hundred meters is pushing it a bit, eh? 

‘“‘We're underground, Thunderbolt One. No sweat on o 

_end. Just don’t dump short of burning barracks. Over.”’ 

“That’s a big roger, Zeus. Commencing roll-in now. Out.’ 

Crackling silence came from the tiny speaker of Blum’s radi 
carried to their ears by the antenna he had rigged in the tre 
outside the cave. The set couldn’t receive the tactical frequen: 
used by the flight leader to communicate with his aircraft, 
they waited in unknowing silence until the roar of huge radi 
engines came clearly through the night. 

“Here they come,’’ Blum announced excitedly. A mome 
later, Falcon and the remaining Black Eagles came into the Ic 
cavern. “I... I’m glad you got here, sir. I... we were : 
worried,’’ Blum greeted with deep genuine relief. 

“So were we, Zeus, so were we.’’ The descending roar of t! 
Douglas A-1 Skyraiders suddenly got lost in an enormous roar: 
nearly continuous explosions. 

**I fudged on how close we were by five hundred meters, 
give you some slack, sir.’’ Blum told his superior over the hi; 
‘explosive percussion section. 

First came the soft whumpf and tornado howl of igniti 
napalm. Then the ground-jolting blasts of the big 500 pound C 
bombs. Five inch high velocity rockets split the air with ang 
hisses while M27 high explosive incendiary rounds spit from tl 
20mm cannons and M23s alternated with tracers from the ..: 
caliber machine guns in a bellow of sound. Then more anti-PA 
bombs and HE biggies, until the night grew light as day and t! 
sound became one nightmare tumult that savaged even the ea 
of the men in the cave. 

The silence, when it came, lasted only a few seconds before t! 
second dive on the target. 

Most of the Black Eagles crowded to the front of the cavern 

_get a look. A huge orange ball engulfed the tall stack of tl 
pagoda’s multiple stupas. Beyond the flaming building, the tea 

.saw the dark, blast-twisted forms of several trucks burnit 
wildly. 
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Great plumes of flame and roiling smoke, flecked with umber 
nd red streaks, rose into the air, obscuring the stars and 
xpanding in ominous, mushroom shapes. 

“Hey, Zeus,’’ Malpractice called to Blum. ‘I hope you 
xpress our unbounded gratitude to your fly-boy buddies up 
here for trashing all those trucks. Now we gotta walk out of 
ere.” 

‘Cool it, Malpractice,’’ Falcon growled. ‘‘Those patrols are 
wound to have heard all this and be on their way back. We 
vouldn’t have had time to get to the trucks anyway.” : 

“Nothin”, but nothin’ -could live through that,’? O’Quinn 
ronounced in awe. 

“Yeah ...”? Junior Wakely breathed out. ‘‘And ain’t it 
reautiful?”* ; 


What served as a warning, was, in reality, no warning at all. 
six howling engines shattered the night air and a hurricane of 
0mm and .50 caliber rounds lashed into the compound. Then 
at silvery pods dropped from under the wings of the lead 
iircraft. When they detonated, a tidal wave of sticky, burning 
naterial engulfed the soldiers outside. Most of those died too 
juickly to feel pain, their lungs charred to nothingness. 

Others, less fortunate, writhed and screamed on the gravel 
lrive, the flesh bubbling and popping in Dantesque fires from 
he pit. A second stream of cannon and machine gun projectiles 
wept the area and made a bedlam of sound against the pagoda, 
‘ollowed by rockets and a huge 500 pound bomb. One wing of 
he temple collapsed in the blast and those so far not damaged by 
he overload of ordnance reeled and fell from concussion. Only a 
econd’s respite came before the third plane raked in with its 
oad of death and destruction. 

Three more aircraft followed that. The first with another 
ound of anti-PAM bombs—the polite term applied to the 
nodern, improved version of the napalm bombs developed near 
he end of WW II. This time the pilot targeted the pagoda. The 
hick, flaming semi-liquid oozed into windows and splashed 
hrough doors. NVA troops shrieked, burned and died. Stunned, 
Colonel Ninh Duy Dong staggered along the corridor toward 
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the access stairs to the detention cells. 

“This ... this is a major attack!’’ he shouted to no one i 

particular. None were listening. Those who had so far survive 
’ also sought escape, the same as he. He had to get out, he though 
desperately. He had to make a report. 

Ninh stumbled over the ‘bodies of the men Killed b 
Culpepper’s boobytraps and at last gained the damp floor of th 
cellar. He hurried along the corridor while hell continued to reig 
on earth above his head. Each of the six aircraft completed it 
second delivery while he fumbled with the release latch for th 
tunnel door. 

A cautious man, Ninh did not repeat the mistakes of the me 
he had sent below before. He rigged a length of chain, take 
from the torture chamber, to the lever and fed it out along th 
hallway to the nearest room. It turned out to be the radio roor 
and former resting place of the Soviet decoder, though what h 
quickly glimpsed inside gave the colonel no clue to the source o 
Song’s phenomenal accuracy in predicting activities of th 
‘American and South Vietnamese forces. Satisfied with hi 
preparations, he gave the chain a solid yank. 

The blast from the boobytrap got lost in the thunderous cras! 
of rockets and bombs fired by the last A-1-Skyraider in it 
second pass. He let the debris and smoke settle some, -the 
started down the low passage to safety while the first A-1 howle 
in on its third, and final, approach. The existence of this escap 
route had been explained to him by Song, one time when th 
general felt in an expansive mood. Although Ninh’s persone 
opinion held that Song had been corrupted by exposure to th 
West, he now felt gratitude to his superior for this fortuitou 
planning. He was unaware that monks, fearing persecution fron 
an oppressive government three centuries ago had constructe 
the bolt hole. Behind him he could clearly hear Song’s doome 
pleasure palace being pounded into flaming rubble. Acrid smok 
and blistering hot air streamed along the tunnel to envelop him i 
a whirlwind of dragon’s breath. Although entirely in the dark 
Ninh forced himself into a shuffling trot, arms extended ahead t 
warn him of obstructions. He reached the end of the excavatio. 
and his questing fingers found the log cover. At last, survival wa 
ensured! 
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Ninh’s bid for escape ended in the muffled blast of the twin 
10sphorous grenades planted by Culpepper. They turned his 
rad and shoulders into a seething cauldron of chemical fire that 
lickly boiled his brain fluid into steam, which expanded and 
iattered his head in a smoking spray of crimson blood and 
llow-gray pulp. His topless, flaming body dropped soddenly 
ick into the tunnel. 

Overhead, their task completed, the Skyraiders waggled their 
ings for an unseeing audience to appreciate and droned off 
to the West. ; 
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NINETEEN 


“There has been a major American air strike in Hoa Bin 

Province.’’ The lieutenant colonel who reported this to Ge 

Nguyen Chi Thanh kept his face expressionless, unreadabli 

' Inwardly, he trembled in outrage. As a patriot and a dedicate 
Communist, this unspeakable crime shook him to the soles of h 
feet. : 

Outside of occasionally mining the roadsteads leading into tt 
port of Haiphong, the Americans had so far refrained from an 
incursions into the North. This was the first major land bom! 
ing. His rage grew as he wondered when the second would cor 
and how long before the last. The lieutenant colonel felt soilec 
used. He wondered, briefly, if this was what a woma 
experienced when the victim of rape. 

Gen. Nguyen raised tired eyes from his desk. He had bee 
summoned to his office in Hanoi only minutes before. An ever 
of international importance had been the reason given. Now | 
knew the meaning of that cryptic message. 

““What was the target?’’ 

“*General Song Van Nhu’s headquarters, Comrade General. 

*‘Ah! Song is it? Whatever would cause them to select him? 

“‘Comrade General Song had been remarkably accurate i 
predicting activities in the South lately. If any word of this, c 
him being the source of our increased efficiency against th 
imperialist forces in the South, reached the Americans throug 
spies .. . they might select that target.” 

“Yes. Though officially there are no spies. All our people at 

_ loyal. The Americans would do this only in desperation, I woul 
‘think. How much damage was done?”’ 
‘*The pagoda selected as headquarters was totally destroyec 


“2 The area is still burning and there are explosions from store 
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ammunition, other material. Comrade Song and his personal ~ 
contingent are unaccounted for. The situation is even worse than 
it appears on the surface, thou: 

“Get on with it!’ Gen. Nguyen snapped, impatient to hear all 
the bad news at once. 

‘It seems there was a ground operation launched in 
conjunction with the air strike. This brought troops from the 
district garrison. Most of them were inside the compound when 
the air strike began. We lost ... nearly ... two-thirds of an 
infantry battalion, including the district commander, Colonel 
Ninh,’’ the young lieutenant colonel’s voice choked over Ene 
disastrous statistics. 

“This is infamous!’ Fury blazed from Nguyen Chi Than’s 
eyes. His fist pounded on the desk and it took a visible effort to 
regain his control. ‘‘If there was a ground attack, then the people 
responsible must still be in the area, or near it. I want patrol 
planes in the air, helicopters, send out all available troops. These 
international gangsters must be captured and brought before the 
spotlight of world opinion. We cannot afford to be made fools 
of. Not at this date, when we are so close to winning the struggle 
for reunification. Notify Comrade Vo immediately. Also alert all 
levels of command, including the police. I want a concentrated 
search launched before daylight.” 


’ He had not been aware that he had been wounded. A medic 
pointed it out when General Song Van Nhu arrived at the district 
garrison. Dirty, rumpled and scratched by jungle growth, the 
general had stumbled up to. the main gate only half an hour 
before sunrise. His throat felt like sandpaper and his tongue was 
thick and furry. The executive officer, who had been. left in 
command, was sent for immediately. With him came a medic. 

**You have taken a bad crease along your ribs, Comrade 
General,’’ the medical aide informed Song. ‘“‘It should Teceive 
immediate care.’’ 

‘““When we get to Comrade Phung’s office,’’ Song dismissed 
tartly. Then he stalked off beside the astonished Lt. Col. Phung 
to the headquarters building. 

‘What happened over there, Comrade General?’’ Phung 
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inquired after seating himself behind his desk. - 

“The impossible, Comrade. An utterly impossible attack, in 

the very heart of our nation. Conducted, it is my belief, by a 
‘team of American raiders. They struck with such ferocity that 
my security force was overwhelmed.” 

*‘] will have to remove your uniform jacket and shirt, 
“Comrade General,”” ’ the medic eas 

“Very well.”’ 

“What news of Comrade Colonel Ninh? He led a relieving 
force, you know.”’ 

**Yes, And I am afraid the news is the worst possible. I had 
only managed to get a kilometer or so away from the pagoda 
when aircraft attacked. By that time, Ninh and his men were 
inside the compound.'I am sure. I heard the sound of their 
assault. Later some other firing that indicated to me that at least 
some of the ground. force had managed to elude capture or 
death.’’ 

“And... Comrade Ninh?” 

“If he is not dead, it is a, ah, miracle.”’ 

‘“‘Which, unfortunately, as good Communists, we don’t 
believe in. How could this happen? And where is the enemy 
now?”’ 

“‘Unngh!’’ Song replied as the medic wiped his bullet scrape 
with a strong, heavily pungent scented antiseptic. ‘‘That is 
something I intend to find out as soon as this butcher gets 
through trying to murder me. Has Hanoi been informed?”’ 

**Yes. I sent along all we knew and there has been other 
noe as well. We have copies of all traffic relating to the 
attack. 

““Give me a summary of it, will you?’’ 

“Shortly after the message from your headquarters, that was 
cut off...” 

“The enemy blew up the antenna and destroyed our 
generator.’’ 

“Just so. As I was saying, shortly after that, messages were 
radiced here and to Hanoi from two distant spots where the 
firing could be heard. Radar picked up six eneniy aircraft and 
tracked them into the area. They dropped below the electronic 
horizon and were not-recorded again until on the way back to the 
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West. Not quite two hours ago, a report reached Hanoi from one 
of the survivors, a Lt. Quoc. He was, himself, severely wounded 
but gave details on the air strike and the, general situation. 
Immediately the Deputy Minister of Defense ordered a general 
alert and organized a search, concentrated west and south from 
this area. That is the situation as it stands now.”’ 

“Contact Comrade General Nguyen for me and inform him of 
my arrival here. Tell him, also, that I will personally take 
command of the search in this sector. I will direct the activities 
from the field.’’ 

Lt. Col. Phung’s expression grew grave. ‘‘Considering what 
you have been through, Comrade General, are you up to such a 
task?’’ 

““Of course I am!’’ Song snapped. He took a deep breath, 
winced at the pain in his side, and modified his speech. ‘‘All I 
“ need is a clean uniform, something to eat and a little rest while 
the troops are organized. I will be ready then.”’ 

‘*Whatever you say, General.’’ 

“*Anything else since the report from Quoc?”’ 

“Yes. Two roadblock checkpoints due west of. your 
headquarters have been shot up and a small garrison attacked at 
the village of Banh Ni.”’ 

“‘They’re headed west then. Going out through Laos. I have 
them now.”’ 

“It appears so, Comrade General. Good luck.” 

“I'll need that. This is a clever enemy. But he can be beaten. I 
know he can be destroyed.”’ 


The glowing compass needle pointed to 175 degrees, slightly 
east of south. It directed the Black Eagles toward Highway 9 and 
the village of Lahn Boa. Nearly twenty-five miles remained in 
this arduous trek. 

“*We’re making good time,’? Remington Snow observed. 

*“Not good enough,” Falcon countered. ‘‘I can already make 
out the terrain and facial features: We can’t be caught out in 
daylight.” 

“Andrea said she was certain there were some more caves in 
the face of that next ridge.” 
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“That’s why she went with Dinky Dow to find them. I only 
' hope there are no NVA troops waiting there for them ... or 
us,”” Falcon observed. ; 

“Chopper comin’, Cap’n.’’ Horny Jack’s sensitive ears had 
picked up the whupping rotor noises before anyone else. 

“Spread out, under the trees,’? Falcon ordered. 

Particularly in a jungle, a nice big tree rendered useless even 
the most sensitive infra-red search equipment. Quickly the Black 
Eagles blended into the heavy growth around them and remained 
_ ‘motionless. Several seconds, filled with the chirp and buzz of 
insects and calls of exotic birds, went by, then the clear sound of 
the approaching helicopter could be heard by all. It swung 
toward the path they followed, huge spotlights flashing on at 
irregular intervals. It picked up an exposed stretch of the trail 
and adjusted course. Swiveling around an invisible center part, it 
put its dragon-fly tail toward the team and started off paralleling 
the narrow trace in the direction of the pagoda, well away from 
where the fugitive Americans crouched. 

When the sound died completely, Falcon came out onto the 
- path. “Time to make tracks,” he told the Black Eagles. 

In the small valley. between the two ridges, they came in 
contact with Andrea and Park. Dinky Dow waited at the caves. 

“Everything looks normal,’’ Andrea informed Falcon. ‘‘The 
caves have received some damage, probably rainwater run-off. 
Otherwise. it looks safe enough.”” ° 

“‘Let’s get everybody up there before sunup.’’ 

**How’s Jack?’’ 

“That leg must hurt like hell, but he doesn’t say much. The 
day’s rest will do him good. The same for the others. And I 
could use something to eat.”’ 

“No problem on that. Those caves are like a regular 
catacomb. When I was a little girl, the old people used to say 
“they went all the way through to the other side.” 

**Keep that in mind. We might need it.’’ 

‘*A shortcut?”’ 

~ “Or an escape route.”’ 


“I don’t care how long your men have been out, Captain,” 
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Gen. Song growled into the microphone. ‘‘There are literally 
thousands of caves to be searched. And millions of quiet, out of 
the way places in the jungle. If necessary, send for replacements 
and rendezvous with them later. Only, keep looking for the 
enemy. He has to be to the west of you.”’ 

‘*¥es, Comrade General.’’ Captain Minh handed the mike to 
his radio man and snorted in disgust. The men could be pushed. 
only so far. Half of them were militia, unused to long bouts of 
contending with jungle and maintaining military discipline. In 
their homes, when required to work in the bush, they could 
always stop when tired and eat a bit, smoke and talk with 
neighbors. Not here, though. Not with Song driving them to find 
an elusive foe, if in fact any such enemy existed. 

“‘Move the men out, Sergeant. We still have those caves in the 
little valley to the east to check out.” 

“‘The Comrade General said the enemy was to the west, sir.”’ 

*“We can’t be certain of that at this point. It’s only a short 
ways. Then we will turn west as commanded.”’ 

Captain Minh’s thoughts continued. We are fifteen kilometers 
from the location of the strike. If the Americans did in fact pull 
this raid, they could have as easily taken their ground force out 
by air.. Were he in charge of such a force, he would have struck 
out due east, toward the sea. His men had little chance of finding 
the enemy. Still, duty demanded .. . and he could only obey. 

Fifteen minutes later, one of the enlisted men ran up to him, 
face alight with excitement. ‘‘Comrade Captain, we have found 
strange tracks on the far side of the little stream at the base of 
this ridge. Large footprints. Some sort of boot, the sergeant said. 
‘The sole marks are not like any used by our army.” 

What? At first Capt. Minh could not accept this startling 
evidence. All reason told him it wasn’t possible. ‘Take me 
there,’? he commanded. 

An examination of the prints heightened his suspicion. Had 
they indeed come this way? ‘‘Sergeant,’ he called to the 
company first sergeant. ‘‘Pass the word. Alli possible haste 
toward the caves beyond this ridge. Tell the men to be quiet and 
not to show themselves openly. We will close in unobserved, then 
investigate the caverns.”’ 

“Yes, Comrade Captain.” 
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An experienced fighter, with time in the South, the sergeant 
led his men well. They topped the ridge and worked their way 
silently down to the bottom of the valley. More scuff marks and 
footprints tured up on the trail. Excitement grew among the 
soldiers. With silent hand signals, the top kick of Capt. Minh’s 
company directed his troops into position. All lay in readiness 
when he reported to his commander. 

“‘We are ready, Comrade Captain.” 

“Send three men up first. Wide circle around the mouth of 
that cave in the middle. That way they won’t be seen if there is 
anyone inside. When they get in position, one man will go in 
first.’’ 

‘*Yes, Comrade. Captain.”’ 

Late afternoon sunlight slanted down on the objective while 
‘the trio maneuvered into position. Two remained behind rocks 
and shrubs at the outside, while the third crouched low and 
stepped into darkness. 

Quickly his comrades moved into position to cover him. They 
reached a spot from which they could observe in time to see him 
literally yanked off his feet to one side and out of sight. They 
each fired a short burst and ran inside. 


- Amoment after the NVA soldier entered the cave, Horny Jack 
whipped a big arm out and jerked the hapless trooper off his 
feet. He dangled in the air, too startled to cry out, while Jack 
twice drove his K-Bar knife to the hilt in the wriggling man’s 
right kidney. He died without seeing his killer. 

Several long seconds. followed, then two more soldiers 
appeared in the opening. They held their AK-47s at the hip and 
fired short bursts. Bullets sang off the inside of the limewater 
smelling cave, bouncing high into the vaulted ceiling without 
hurting anyone but a few roosting bats. Startled, the creatures 
took flight and streamed blindly out the opening. Not satisfied 
with their efforts, the pair dodged the swarming winged rodents 
and charged inside. 

A bowstring twanged softly and one took a crossbow bolt in 
- the center of his chest. He staggered sideways, clawing at the 
painful barb that transfixed him, gagged on a welling of blood 
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and fell to the dusty floor. 

His partner made two more steps before Matador Rivera 
stepped out of a black side tunnel and looped an arm around the 
man’s neck. He jerked backward and slashed the NVA private’s 
throat with one smooth motion. 

“Get those bodies out of here. There’ll be. more,’’ Falcon 
ordered. Quickly the team obeyed. They removed all traces of 
the brief conflict and waited long, tense seconds. 

Down below, Capt. Minh passed an uncomfortable time. 
Three men had gone in, only bats had come out. Two had fired. 
What had they seen? His first sergeant. worked his way over. 

‘Where are they, Captain?”’ 

“T’d like to know. Send five more men up there. Have them 
take an electric lantern and a hand radio,”’ 

**Yes, Comrade Captain.”’ : 
_ The sergeant quickly detailed five 1 more men, who climbed the 
rocky slope toward the sinister cave that had swallowed three of 
their comrades. , 

‘*More company comin’,””? Remington Snow announced in a 
harsh whisper. ‘‘Five of them.’’ 

**Oh, shit,’’ Malpractice groused. “There goes my day’s rest.” 
He slid into a comfortable position to avoid being seen by the 
new intruders. 

“Everyone | back. Let them get well inside, then we take them 
from behind. 

Falcon’s idea sounded good to everyone and they complied 
with alacrity. 

“Chu ... Gia... Lac... can you hear me?”’ one of the 
soldiers called out, standing to one side of the cave entrance. He 
waited for an answer, then called again. Still no reply. 

The corporal in charge motioned for the men to enter. They 
did, lighted lanterns in their hands. Carefully they checked 
around for any sign of their missing comrades. When they found 
none, they advanced. Still nothing. A hundred meters down the 
main tunnel they encountered nothing but blackness and bats. 
Then the dark took form and life. 

At the rear of the searchers, the corporal felt.a whisper of 
movement a fraction of an instant before a garotte looped over 
his head and tightened to cut off his wind and any cry of alarm. 
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Immediately, two suppressed weapons plopped softly and a pail 
_ of NVA Gooks jerked and flopped on the floor, raising dust in 
their death throes. 

The bats squeaked in supersonic protest. 

Manuel Rivera’s knife made a solid, meaty chunk when it bit 
into tense back muscle, drove between two ribs and split a 
trooper’s heart. The man, already dead, lurched and twisted in 
the Matador’s arms, then suddenly went slack and sagged at the 
knees. Rivera let him slide to the cave floor in time to catch 4 
tiny flicker of motion. ; 

Horny Jack jerked the last man off his feet with such force 
_ that the doomed NVA soldier was impaled on a stalactite 
distended from the ceiling. Lubricated by a slow trickle oi 
limewater, the crystalized formation drove down into the man's 
chest, ruptured lungs and scraped a long gouge in his aorta. His 
legs thrashed and great convulsions shook his dangling body. 
When he went still, Jack Galchaser pulled him free of his horrid 
instrument of death. The corpse made a loud sucking sound 
when the rock pinnacle withdrew from his flesh. 

“It looks like about a company out there,”’ Falcon told the 
others. “They won’t wait long after these five don’t return. 
Dinky Dow, I want you and Park to set out along this 
formation. See if you can locate any passage that leads to the 
other side of the ridge. Culpepper, start rigging up a few devices 
to slow them down when they do decide to assault us. Junior, 
you and Olobong take the decoder far back, follow Dow’s lead. 
The rest of us will get ready for a fight.’’ 

Three minutes passed and Captain Minh had seen nothing of 
the five men who went in after the first group. He cast another 
anxious glance at the cave and made his decision. 

“‘They’re all dead, sergeant. And we've found the enemy. 
Radio to General Song that we have the raiders pinned down at 
this location. And pass the order to open fire on the caves.’ 

Clouds of rock dust erupted from the hillside and bullets sang 
in the close air of the cave. The bats went wild, their sensitive 
‘hearing systems tormented by the shrieking of ricochets. A lot of 
. the enemy wasted rounds on places where their targets weren’t, 
Falcon coolly observed. All the better. He sigtited in on a 
recklessly standing soldier and blasted him out of existence. 
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ckly the remaining Black Eagles scouted out the flickers of 
orange that located muzzle blasts and began to lay down a 
-disciplined field of fire. 
our more soldiers died before Capt. Minh cedered the 
pany to withdraw out of line of sight of the cave. He fumed 
cursed inwardly and thought of how to effect a successful 
ult. They could only do it, he realized, by circling above that 
ily mass of fire. Quickly he issued orders and the men moved 
. Would Song send aircraft? he wondered prayerfully. 
They’re coming at us again,’? O’Quinn shouted when he 
‘ted men moving on the flanks, skirting the cave complex and 
iing toward their vulnerable cover. ‘‘From all sides.’’ 
Culpepper! Are you about ready?’’ Falcon called. 
Any time, Falcon.’’: 
All right. We'll give them one good blast, change magazines 
pull back. We can set up ambushes if necessary. With that 
the boobytraps, we should be able to hold out until we know 
ut an exit.” 
hree NVA troopers rushed the cave mouth and died in a rain 
5.56mm slugs that erupted from Remington Snow’s M-16. _ 
juinn’s M-14 barked loudly, ripping apart another North 
namese belly and scattering bloody guts all over the ground. 
re figures appeared near the mouth of the cave and Falcon . 
ed a grenade. His last, he realized with a start. 
he Black Eagles hugged the dusty earth behind solid 
agmites while the blast sent razor slashes of shrapnel flying. 


n they emptied their weapons, changed magazines and .~ 


red back along the dripping spikes that. hung from the 
ng. 

This isn’t so fucking good, ” Culpepycs observed to Matador 
ra. 

You telling me, man?’’ 

You think we’re gonna get out of this?” 

Why do you think I’m sayin’ my rosary?’’ 

n enemy grenade exploded fifty meters behind them. 
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TWENTY 


Dinky Dow had taken along one of the large, battery-pov 
emergency lights carried by the NVA soldiers ambushed i 
cave. By its light he marked his progress through the chai 
caverns, some so low that it required crawling on. hands 
knees. The course seemed interminable. At several points, he 
Park made wrong choices that terminated in dead « 
Carefully they retraced their route and forged on in anc 
direction. Water dripped incessantly from accumulated see 
above them. At one point the temperature dropped severely. 
they pursued the elusive second entrance. Bats, disturbed in 
daytime slumber squeaked angrily at them and fluttered ar 
their heads and flew ahead of them in search of escape. 

‘Ahead! A smile eased the grim line of Dow’s mouth. 

Waiting for their report, despite the attack pressed by 
NVA troops, seemed nearly as long and hopeless. Falcon le: 
Black Eagles into the largest-cavern and looked for a pla 
engage the enemy. 

He picked a spot on the far side of the main room, wher 
limestone deposits provided cover and they had a fair fiel 
fire. So far, none of the gooks had entered the cave. ' 
contented themselves with firing blindly from outside. For | 
Falcon gave thanks. 

Slugs ricocheted off the walls and sang musically fron 
stalagmites. Another grenade crashed noisily and debris fell | 
the roof. At last a harsh, strident voice commanded the hes 
soldiers to go ahead. 

“Tien len! Tien lent’’ 

The first seven who braved the darkness and waiting gu 
the Black Eagles made excellent silhouette figures against 
brightness of early evening. They died in a hail of zip, 
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iper-jacketed bullets, which smashed flesh and rended sinew. 
2 unstable 5.56mm rounds tumbled on impact and drove 
rds of bone from their bodies, ripped hunks of muscle and 
nective tissue from the jerking, near-corpses. They fell in a 
ip that formed a human barricade, behind which the harsh- 
ced sergeant urged others to take positions. In the silence that 
lowed the brief encounter, Falcon heard a scrapping behind 
1 and turned, M-16 at the ready. 
“We have found it,’’ Dinky Dow announced simply. 
‘There isa way out?” Falcon had almost abandoned-hope. 
“Yes. It is a long distance to cover, but it is there.’’ 
‘We’ll give them another good one, then pull back,” Falcon 
tided. ‘‘Pass the word.’’ t 
Without comment, Dinky Dow slipped off into the Plackiined: 
Whistles shrilled outside and more soldiers leaped over the pile 
‘corpses and rushed into the cave. With the suppressors 
noved now, the team set up a deafening roar in the caverns, a 
ck swarm of slugs ‘splitting the air at over twenty-eight 
ndred feet per second. Compared to the light M-16s, 
Quinn’s Marine Corps M-14 made a 7.62mm bull roar in the 
itinuing din. One soldier reared upward to hurl a grenade. 
instantly he began to jerk and spasm, his body assaulted by a 
zen slugs that put him into a final macabre dance that ended 
en the handgrenade he held exploded. His comrades died in a 
elstrom of steel fragments and hurtling bits of the grenadier. 
‘Pull back!’’ Falcon ordered. — 


‘Comrade General,’’ the radio operator called to Song Van 
. “A message from a Captain Minh. He commands a 

npany in the district south and east of here.”’ 

“What is it?’’ 

“He wishes to inform you that his men have the enemy under 

», trapped in a series of caves.” 

Seneral: Song didn’t want to believe he had been concentrating 

forces in the wrong direction. A large band of some sort had 

m progressing westward, engaging small units sent out on the 

rt. It had to be the force that had attacked his pagoda. This 

uld be the small guerrilla unit sent in as a diversion. 
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“Is he certain?’’ he inquired, less than convinced. 

The radio operator spoke briefly into his microphone, liste 
for several seconds. ‘‘Yes, Comrade General. Comrade Cap! 
Minh states that his men have seen several persons who coul 
Americans. Large, white men.” 

The debate continued to rage in Song’s head. Every inst 
told him that the raiding party would try to get out thro 
Laos. Yet, this Minh sounded positive. What should he do? 
had lost the Soviet decoder. Destroyed, no doubt, in the 
strike on the pagoda. He must personally see to the capture 
the attack force so that no word of it got to the enemy in Saig 
He would have to adapt his tactics, instantly, like a g 
guerrilla leader. It had been years since he had fought | suc 
war. With a grunt, he tossed speculation aside. 

‘Where, exactly, is Captain Minh?”’ 

**About thirty kilometers from our present location.”’ 

Song summoned his unit commanders. ‘‘Comrade Colc 
Tranh, your battalion will remain on our present course. Pu 
the force ahead of us as rapidly as possible. The other : 
companies will accompany me. We must look into this rey 

from Comrade Minh.’’ He turned to his radio man. “‘Infi 
Comrade Captain Minh that we will be there with reinforcem: 
within an hour and a half.” 


Slowly the Black Eagles withdrew through the labyrintl 
chambers, leaving a trail of enemy dead behind. Rivera pic 
up a stinging flesh wound on his neck that bled profusely | 
knocked him unconscious for a long two minutes, while the te 
fought off the advance of the NVA soldiers. Dow’s trail 
around a sharp right-angle turn. There Culpepper waited 
them. He nodded in dim light from a flashlight as they pas: 
then completed a connection of a low pee and joined in 
_ withdrawal. 

Fifty yards farther along he jepemad the process. A 
moments later, a loud blast rumbled the subterranean cave 
and shook loose several small stalactites. 

“That'll slow them down a little,’ Falcon observed. ‘‘K 
moving. We haven’t much time.”’ 
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When the second explosion rocked their underground passage 
ith ear-crushing force and the screams of wounded and dying, 
icon ordered all contact with the enemy broken off. Their 
urney speeded up. They reached a point where progress could 
uly be achieved by crawling. 

Falcon went through last, after instructing the rest of the team 
-wait for him. “‘Culpepper, rig a charge in there, big enough to 
lapse the ceiling on it.” 

“That’s askin’ a lot, Falcon.’ He grinned whitely in the dim 
umination of the emergency lantern. ‘‘But I can do it.”” 
““Goad. Maybe they’ll think we got ourselves killed trying to 
t up another boobytrap. One thing for sure, they won’t be able 
' follow us.*’ 

Culpepper went about his task quickly, setting three charges of 
-4 and rigging them to.a three minute time fuse. He yanked the 
ffety pin out of the striker arm and crawled-backward out to the 
aiting team. 

*“We’ve got three minutes.’’ 

““Use all the lights we have. We'll make a run for it,” F Falcon 
‘dered. 

Aided by the feeble glow, the rear guard reached Junior 
fakely and Bugs Olobong, who dragged along the decoder. 
ogether, the Black Eagles raced over the rubble-strewn floor 
ward where Diskyst Dow waited to lead them the last few 


undred yards. 


Captain Minh directed the assault from outside the caverns. 
e heard the distinctive detonation of grenades, followed by 
ore fire from both sides. His troops must be taking a toll, he 
ought, The screams of dying men sounded ghostly and 
monic to his ears. 


Another burst of shots erupted, followed by a tremendous | . 


plosion. What could that be? Minh waited impatiently for 
ord on the assault. He saw motion at the mouth of the cave and 
s sergeant came reeling out, his uniform coated with dust and 
scks of human flesh. Blood trickled from one ear. 

“The assault is not going well, Comrade Captain. The enemy 
is installed explosive charges, boobytraps, that are knocking 
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‘large chunks out of the walls and ceilings of the caves. They : 
trapped, but they are determined to kill as many of us as tl 
can before they die.”’ 

‘“‘Hummm., I see. You are certain these other entrances 
have heard about are false rumors?”’ 

**Positive, Comrade Captain. 

“‘Well, then . . . I wonder if we should not simply seal this ¢ 
and let them stay there to die of starvation? Or lack of air. T] 
would be best, of course. But General Song has ordered at le 
two Americans to be taken alive. We have no choice but 
continue pursuit. How heavy are our losses?’ 

“Bad, Comrade Captain. At least twenty men so far, 1 
counting the eight who went in first.’’ 

. “Any indication that the enemy has suffered casualties?”’ 
“Some blood. That is all. None dead that we can verify.’’ 
‘‘Well, Comrade Sergeant, we simply must press harder. \ 

have them now. Considering my orders, General Song will ha 

to justify my high rate of killed and wounded. We must ren 
efforts to reestablish contact. This time offer them anything 
return for surrender.” 

The sergeant saluted smartly. ‘‘Yes, Comrade Captain.”’ 


A bright circle appeared in the distance. Falcon felt his hea 
beat increase in expectation. Their way out. Suddenly 
tremendous blast punished his stoppered ears and a power: 
shock wave sent him stumbling forward, nearly off balan 
Around him the Black Eagles reeled like drunkards, an 
extended to prevent harmful falls. 

“They found the last one,’’ Culpepper remarked to ¢ 
buzzing with the after-effects of the explosion. “‘That ought 
buy us a good lot of time.’’ 

**You are right on that,’’ Falcon offered. ‘‘Now all we have 
do is get out of this cave and make twenty miles to Lahn Boa 

“There will be a militia unit there,’ Andrea reminded him 

‘*Which means at least one truck. That’s something we bac 
need to make our rendezvous. with the choppers.’’ 

“Will we be traveling in daylight?”’ Remington Snow aske 
his face creased with worry lines. 
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**We haven’t much choice. At least until after we get past 
inh. There’s only a couple hours of daylight left now. We'll 
‘ep to the jungle, take advantage of every trail, human or 
limal, that leads in the direction of the village. We can figure 
at the company commander of that unit that caught us in the 
ives will think that last blast sealed us in a no-escape situation. 
e’ll probably sit on it until word from above reaches him.”’ 
“That and put his men to work digging out the fallen rock,’’ 
*Quinn offered. 

‘More time gained. Let’s get out of here and away from this 
dge. There’s no doubt a report was made to headquarters.” 
One section at a time, each covering the other, the Black 
agles left the caves and darted down the reverse slope of the 
dge. From the other side they heard no indication of enemy 
stivity. They formed up on a trail that led a bit farther west of 
\eir intended mark than desired, but clear and obviously well 
aveled. They made good time and covered a little over five 
\iles before the first spotter plane droned over. Thick vegetation 
yncealed them from above and the dense heat of the jungle 
oor made detection by infra-red impossible. Once the small 
‘aft passed off to the west, Falcon motioned them onward. 


‘ 


*‘Comrade General, it is an honor to meet you,’’ Capt. Minh 
ished out the words when Song arrived at the impromptu 
ncampment outside the caves. 

“The Americans? Have you captured them yet?’’ Song 
emanded shortly. 

“Uh . . . well, no, Comrade General. There is a complication. — 
he enemy set off heavy charges inside the caves. They are 
apped behind a wall of loose rock right now. I have men 
xcavating the blockade. It will take, ah, time.’’ 

“How much?”’ 

“Of that we cannot be certain for a while. No one has ever 
‘plored these caves and we have no idea of the extent of the 
amage. You can be certain that they are going nowhere. Be 
sured that they will be reached by tomorrow.” 

Song ignored the last. ‘‘We can be certain of nothing with 
ese people. They have already done the impossible. While you 
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are digging, the search must go on.”’ ; 

“But, Comrade General,’’ an infantry lieutenant colo 
protested. ‘‘The searchers have been at it since long bef 
daylight. Aircraft need to be refueled, men need rest and fox 
This is a hostile country for the enemy. They can make no si 
progress during the day. In two hours it will be dark. Then tt 
will be on the move and we can catch them easily. Meanwhi 
everyone can get refreshed and resupplied. Your battalion in | 
west claim reports of attacks by the force they are pursui 
indicate they are not more than ten kilometers ahead. Thc 
raids stopped an hour before daylight. We can easily pin do’ 
both elements within two hours after nightfall.’’ 

“Yes ...’? Song contemplated. ‘‘That is certainly logi 
enough to assume. All right. Reduce the search force to twen! 
five percent of current strength. Arrange for new troops to ta 
up the trail. Also we will take one in three search planes out 
the air to refuel. In the meantime, make sure that every villa 
and hamlet is made aware of the situation. I am not entin 
convinced that these clever American gangsters have been 
neatly trapped behind this wall of rock.” 
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TWENTY-ONE 


Lahn Boa lay in a steaming miasma of early evening humidity. 
Even the insects had been dragooned into silence, except for the 

‘fat mosquitos that hummed incessantly around the faces and 
exposed hands of the Black Eagles. While the small force 
squatted in the jungle, Dinky Dow made a wide sweep of the 
area. Faintly they could hear the shouts and laughter of children, 
the ringing of a smith’s hammer and the ubiquitous babble of 
propaganda over the state radio station, magnified by speakers 
strung on frame-poles of huts throughout the village. From this 
distance they could discern no activity in the militia compound 
that dominated the northern end of Lahn Boa. All they could do 
was wait for Dinky Dow to return. 

Time, which had been on their side since the escape from the 
caves, had once again turned against them. Falcon chafed at the 
delay, knowing that every second they remained here only 
heightened their danger. Andrea Thuy came to sit beside him. 

‘*This time, two days from now, we should be in Saigon,’’ she 
observed in an attempt to lift the frown of concern from his 
brow. 

“Before that, if we’re lucky.’’ 

“Do we have to compromise our position by attacking this 

. garrison?’’ 

“It’s that or walk. You know that, Andrea. We can’t make it 
to the pick-up point within the next thirty-six hours without 
some sort of vehicle. We’re nearly a hundred kilometers from the 
pagoda now. Given a night’s run in a vehicle, we can be within 
walking distance of the pick-up. Or at least near enough to avoid 
most of the search pattern and obtain other transport.”’ 

“The longer we continue to evade capture, the more frantic 
the army and civilian authorities will become. I know these 
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Communists. They are tenacious. They hate nothing more than 
to be made to look incompetent or foolish in their own eyes, 
even more than in others’. Rather than call off a country-wide 
search, they are likely to intensify it.” 

“By then we should be at the LZ.” | 

“‘Unless something goes wrong.”’ 

**] try not to think of that, although I incorporate alternatives 
into my planning. We still have a long way to go, Andrea. That’s 
what bothers me most. We've used up all our breaks. The odds 
have switched over to the other side and the chances are now that 
we're going to have someone buy the farm before we get out.’’ 

“*That’s part of war,”’ Andrea told him calmly. ‘‘Even if we all 
died, the damage done to their war effort is beyond calculation. 
The way our superiors see these things, it would have been worth 
it.” 

_. “They don’t write the letters to widows and parents.”’ . 

“This is no time to get morbid.” | 

Falcon forced a smile, drove away his dark mood. ‘‘You’re 
right. We have an objective to take and a lot of miles to put 
behind us.”’ . 

Ten minutes later, Dinky Dow returned, along with Park. 
They conferred’ with Falcon and led the team to a position due 
north of the militia compound in Lahn Boa, some half kilometer 
from the objective. There everyone settled in to wait for darkness 
and the proper situation. Meanwhile, Falcon went to Dow with 
special instructions. 

“Do you think you could enter the village and gather some 
firsthand intel on that compound?” 

**Yes, Captain. Easily.”’ 

“So do it. And be back within a hour after dark if possible. 
No later than nineteen hundred hours, no matter what.”’ 

“Yes, sir.’ Dow opened his pack and removed a peasant’s 
black pajama suit. Quickly he undressed and exchanged his 
camouflage fatigues for the civilian garb. He tucked a captured 
Makarov pistol into the waistband of the floppy trousers, 
covered it with the pull-over shirt, donned a conical straw hat 

and sandals, then faded off into the jungle. 
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Ducks and chickens, kept up a steady undercurrent of tradi- 
tional quarrels in the streets of Lahn Boa. Torpid under the 
enervating heat and humidity of the afternoon just passed, fat 
pigs grunted and sloshed about in slimy pools of water inside 
their pens. Children, big-eyed and silent, peered from the shady 
shelters of doorways or — around trees at the stranger who 
entered the village. 

He seemed no different ‘ia any man in the small community, 
though all knew him instantly as an outsider. He walked with 
eyes diverted to the ground, showing no sign of curiosity 
regarding the people or their dwellings. He paused only once, to 
inquire the location of the chairman of the,Farmers Collective 
Labor Association. 

‘*’m sorry,’ the man he accosted replied. ‘‘He is gone for the 
day. Comrade Phong will not return until late this evening.”’ 

*‘Then I will find a comfortable place and wait for him. I have 
traveled a long way and I do wish to speak with Comrade Phong 
before I return.to my home.”’ 

“Excuse my impoliteness, Comrade; but are you from the 
South?’’ 

“Originally, yes. Now I live in Vinh and work for a People’s 
Bridge Battalion. This is my first holiday since coming to 
freedom in the North. I have family who is supposed to live near 
here. They are farmers. Naturally, they should be regret with 
the association.’’ 

’ “What are their names?’’ 

“The Ngo and Dai families. Do you know of them?”’ 

“Uh... no, not offhand. But Comrade Phong will surely be 
able to help you. There is a People’s Park across from our small 
militia garrison. You can make yourself comfortable there. If 
you have money, there are food stalls and a small shop in this 
side of the park that sells sweet cakes, mai-que-lo and fowl 
dishes. They have beer and rice wine, also. If you have no 
money, show your identity card at the gate to the garrison and 
you can be fed there. You are entitled to me meals without 
charge.” 

A smiling Nguyen Dow saluted the man “with courtesy. 
“Thank you, Comrade. Reunification!’’ 

“Uh ... yes, reunification, Comrade.’’. 
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In the same unobtrusive manner he had employed upon 
entering Lahn Boa from the southern end of the trail, Dinky 
Dow shuffled off to the park. He purchased a paper cone of 
fried bean threads, topped by six plump squid, stuffed with 
tangy vegetables and crab meat and deep fried. He also obtained 
-a half-liter bottle of the local native beer. With these he situated 
himself on a bench, placed slantwise to the entrance to the 
garrison, and began to make mental notes. 

Half an hour before sunset, he rose, stretched himself and 
ambled off toward the public restrooms. Once past the tall fern 
plants, bamboo and public monument that screened the 
washrooms from the rest of the park, he kept on going until he 
reached the jungle. There he turned north and began to hack a 
' path through the bush with a machete. 

Without warning, a figure appeared from a cluster of ferns. 
Clad only in a pair of black pajama trousers with soiled bandages 
wrapped around his upper torso, the ambusher held a Type-56 
Chinese assault rifle. A face from the past glared vehemently at 
the Black Eagle scout. 

‘I thought it was you, Nguyen,’’ the man hissed. He pointed 
- his weapon at Dow’s chest. 

“Is that any way to treat a fellow comrade, Lin?’? Dow 
inquired, stepping toward the Viet Cong. 

Dow still had the jungle knife in his fist. A poor match for an 
automatic rifle. He hadn't forgotten about the Makarov under 
his shirt, but he couldn’t reach it without alerting his captor. If 
he could get close enough, the machete would be just as lethal. 
And silent. 

**You murdered Commissar Thom,” Lin declared. 

**What was wrong about that?’’ Dow shrugged. 

**You dare talk lightly of this matter?”’ Lin demanded, startled 
by Dow’s attitude. 

“Thom killed my woman,’’ Dow explained. He stepped 
closer. . 

“Stop, Nguyen!’’? Lin warned. ‘‘Drop that knife.’’ 

**You have no reason to fear me, Lin. What were you doing in 
Lahn Boa? Are the Viet Cong fighting the Maongs in the 
north?”’ 

“I was injured in combat,’ Lin growled. ‘‘Fighting your 
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imperialist friends. I was sent here to recover from my wounds.” 

“That’s quite generous by Viet Cong standards,’’ Dow 
sommented. ‘‘You must have a kindly commander.” 

“TI told you to drop that knife,” Lin insisted. 

“‘Did you tell anyone in Lahn Boa about me before you left?”’ 
Dow asked, leaning toward the VC. 

*‘No,”’ Lin answered. “‘I had to get a een look to be certain 
who you were. Besides, I don’t want to share the moment of 
glory in capturing you with anyone else.” 

‘Vanity, Lin?’”? Dow smiled. ‘‘Is‘that why you’ve neglected to 
sare for your wounds properly? To impress your superiors by 
your suffering?”’ 

“What do you mean?’ Lin frowned. 

“You're bleeding,’’ Dow replied with a shrug. 

The Viet Cong glanced at his bandaged chest. He was only ~ 
distracted for an instant. That proved to be enough time for 
Dow to slam the flat of the machete blade into the T-56 barrel to 
knock the muzzle away from him. Lin didn’t fire his weapon. 
Perhaps his training as a VC had emphasized conservation of 
ammunition to such a degree that he hesitated unless certain of a 
target..Or he may have simply frozen with surprise. 

Dow did not question his good fortune. He swiftly took 
advantage of it and slashed the machete at Lin’s gun hand. Metal 
chimed harshly when the blade struck the rifle frame. 

Lin screamed and dropped the Chicom chatterbox. The index 
and middle fingers of his right hand had been hacked off at the 
last knuckle. Blood squirted from the abbreviated stumps. 

A fast left hook to the jaw spun Lin’s head around. Dow 
opened his fist and sliced the edge of his palm into the Viet 
Cong’s throat. Lin staggered backward. He clutched his throat, 
gagging on.a ruptured trachea.. 

Dow’s leg swung low and swept Lin’s feet from the ground. 
The VC fell. Dazed and choking to death, Lin gazed up to see 
Dow raise the machete in a firm, two hand.grip. The jungle knife 
descended like the blade of a guillotine. 

Sharp steel chopped through hair, skin and bone. 

Dow yanked the bloodied machete from his opponent's split 
skull and wiped the blade on the dead man’s trousers. 

**Congratulations, Lin,’’ he whispered. ‘‘You have truly been 
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liberated at last.” 
Dow quickly struck off through the jungle and rejoined th 


-. Black Eagles. 


He made a careful, detailed report to Falcon and sauntere 
away to prepare and eat cold rations. Falcon leaned against th 
bulk of a large tree and thought for a long while, eyes distant 
sighted on something far away and elusive. Then he begai 

making neat, precise notes, writing on the pages of a spirs 
notebook he kept in one breast pocket. That task completed, h 
called the team together for a briefing. 

“All right. Here’s the general situation. The Lahn Bo 
garrison is manned by a reinforced platoon of militia. The 
occupy a compound one hundred by three hundred meters i 
size. It is protected by a palisade fence of stripped logs, eight fee 
high and a guard tower in the center of the compound. 

“There is a rotating beacon and a DShK-M-Forty-six, twelv 

_ point seven millimeter machine gun in the tower. It is manned b 
a team of three. There are three buildings in the compound: 
two story combination barracks and administration building; th 
armory and supply building and the kitchen with an open-ai 
mess area. The motor pool is set up under an open-sided thatc 
square at the rear, or north end, like the mess area. Vehicles i 
the pool consist of one GAZ-Sixty-nine field car and three ZIL 
One-thirty-five ten ton trucks, 

“Two of the trucks returned within the last half hour with th 
‘majority of the troops. Apparently they had been out on a swee’ 
patrol, looking for us. The total garrison complement appears t: 
be sixty-eight officers and men. Casual conversation in th 
village developed that the militia unit is commanded by 
captain. The infantry platoon is led by a first lieutenant, wit 
only one other officer, the exec, who is a newly commissione 
second lieutenant. From observation and interrogation, there ar 
six. squad leader sergeants and six assistant squad leade 
corporals. The mess staff consists of civilians. That leaves fifty 
five or so enlisted men. 

“The heavy weapons section, two squads reinforcing th 
infantry, consists of the DShK, two seven-point-six-two P) 
general purpose machine guns and two M-Thirty-seven eighty 
two millimeter mortars. Squad small arms are AKs and Typ 
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Fifty-sixs, with the squad leader carrying a MAT Forty-nine 
SMG. Okay ...”’ Falcon paused and turned a page. 

‘*Here’s the tactical situation. We will move from here in an 
hour to the IP, which will be in the jungle, three hundred meters 
from the north face of the palisade. Jump-off time will be 
twenty-one hundred hours. 

‘At that time, Rivera and O’Quinn will move into position at 
the edge of the cleared area, and bring suppressed fire on the - 
guard tower. Your mission is to eliminate the machine gun crew 
and put out the rotating beacon. Then you will stand by to 
provide covering fire for the remainder of the section, under Lt. 
Wakely, and for the second element. 

‘‘Andrea, you, Dinky Dow and Remington will leave the IP at 
twenty-one-oh-five. You will scale the wall and enter the 
compound to eliminate any roving sentries, Next, you will 
eliminate the gate guards. After that, place explosive charges in 
the armory or against its outside walls, at the kitchen area and 
the outer walls of the barracks. Also the tower posts. Charges are 
all to be timed to detonate at twenty-one-twenty hours. This is 
the second element. Now, for the rest of your element, 
Matador,’’ Falcon returmed his attention to Manuel Rivera. 

‘*Culpepper will advance to the palisade fence at twenty-one- 
ten hours and place a satchel charge against the poles for 
breaching same. Accompanying him, to provide security fire, 
will be the element leader, Junior Wakely and Olobong. When 
the wall is breached at twenty-one-twenty hours, fire teams of 
both elements will enter compound and establish a base of fire to 
cover advance of the third element. 

“The remainder of the unit, under my command, will depart 
the initial point at twenty-one-five to circle the compound on the 
east side, preparatory to an assault through the main gate. At 
twenty-one-twenty hours, after explosive charges detonate, this 
third element will join others in overall assault of every position 
inside the fence.’’ Falcon stopped and made a swipe at a 
belligerent mosquito. Once more he consulted his notes before 
going on. 

“Our principal objectives will be to neutralize all militia 
troops, destroy all communications equipment and obtain one 
functional ZIL truck, fully fueled and road-worthy. All other 
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transportation is to be destroyed. Additional POL supplies wi 
be loaded on truck prior to departure. Also food and any enem 
special purpose weapons that survive the assault, such as: rocke 
launchers and. ammo, grenades, explosives and the like. Thes 
will also be put on the truck, along with suitable small arms an 
ammunition. Departure from the compound is to commence < 
twenty-one-thirty hours. Any questions?’’ 

“We've got ten minutes for the thirteen of us to waste sixt} 

eight soldiers? Isn’t that cutting it a bit short?” O’Quin 
inquired. 
. **We’ll have surprise on our side, the enemy will be caught in 
cross-fire and they are militia, many of them new conscripts wit 
little training and no experience under fire. From what Dink 
Dow said about the returning troops, all small arms, except thos 
of the sentries and duty personnel, are locked in the armory 
Which means it is going to be a turkey shoot. Once that twelv 
millimeter machine gun is put out of action in the tower, we'll b 
facing, at the most, say . . . a dozen weapons.’’ 

*‘Doin’ a number on unarmed people ain’t exactly the Marin 
Corps way,’’ O’Quinn complained. Then, recalling the pagodz 
he relented with a grin. ‘‘Awh, fuck it. They’re still the enemy; 
Get ’em here and they won’t be comin’ after us later.’’ 
~ “How far do you think we can get in that truck?” Blur 
asked, apprehension plain on his face. 

“About two hundred klicks by daylight tomorrow . . . if we’r 
lucky. After that, we'll have to play it by ear.”’ 

“I’m getting low on explosives, Falcon,’’ Culpepper reportec 
**Just how big a bang do you want to make in there?” 

‘Only enough to play with their brains a little. Once we g 
them off balance, half our job is done.”’ 

““We've got plenty for that,”” the black sergeant cheerful 
replied. ‘‘With the claymores left over. Now, when you peop! 
set up that armory, don’t get carried away,’’ he told Andre: 
“There ought to be some stuff in there I can salvage for later o 

. . if we need it.” 

“‘No telling where the explosives are stored,’? Andrea advise 
him. ‘‘But we'll do our best to save you some toys.’” 

-Culpepper nodded. 
“Anything else??? When he received no more question: 
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ton went on. ‘‘Five extra magazines, fully loaded, for this 
ration. Let’s divide up the grenades now, so we all have at 
t two. Then grab some chow and rest and we'll n move out at 
teen-thirty hours.”’ 


. thin sliver of the new moon showed a quarter-way up the 
when Matador Rivera and O’Quinn left the initial point on 
r way to the task of killing the tower guards. They had five 
utes in which to accomplish their mission- so that the 
diving beam of light would not catch any of the team in its 
‘aying brightness. They eased into place behind a fallen log on 
ight rise that gave them a clear view of the tower, nearly on a 
‘l with them. Both men rested the barrels of their rifles, made 
vy and off-balance by the bulky suppressors, on the tree 
ik and wriggled themselves into comfortable prone firing 
itions. 

‘You go for the light,’ Rivera told O’Quinn. ‘‘That heavier 
; will be sure of doing the job. I'll take out at least two men 
the time you can get the third that way. But it should insure 
one gives the alarm.” 

‘Gotcha, Matador.’’ . 

ivera sighted in on the head of a man who had come to their 
of the distant tower. At a hundred fifty meters the shot 
uld be an easy one, he told himself, except to allow for the 
; of velocity and quicker drop in the trajectory due to the 
pressor. He started to squeeze the trigger when the big M-14 
t to him let off a silenced thwop! 


Aetal met metal in a ringing shriek near the head of Corporal 
nh. Instinctively he ducked, sparing himself a few moments of 
when the young private leaning on the upper rail of the tower 
| jackknifed backward and his skull exploded into bloody 
ments. The startled machine gunner leaped for the operating 
of his weapon and clawed at the cocking handle to open the 
t and insert a round. So far his astounded mind could not 
‘y through to the necessity of sounding an alarm. 

efore he could accomplish either need, a solid blow in his 
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chest slammed him against the support post for the roof an 
experienced a sudden outrush of enormous pain from that : 
Numbness followed while his senses swam in chaos. Dimly 
perceived his ammo bearer reaching for the big gun. The m 
dipped and, as though attached by a string to his eyelids, cl 
darkness over him. He never lived long enough to hear if 
Soviet 12.7mm. opened fire. 

Frightened witless, the young conscript assigned as 
ammunition bearer watched his comrades die, then grabbe 
the unfamiliar machine gun as some sort of talisman to pre 
his own destruction. He, too, failed in his primary functio1 
give the alarm. By the time he had recalled this, the bri; 
burning rotating light above his head gave off a solid pop! 
shards of glass rained down on him. Darkness became abs 
in the same instant that white-hot agony exploded in his | 
_ and his eyes bulged out from hydrostatic shock. A 7.6. 
NATO slug jellied his brains and left him sprawled lifeless 
the open receiver of the DShK-M46. 


A second after the light died out, three figures darted tc 
wall. Only a soft thudding sounded from the inside of the | 
pole palisade when Remington Snow heaved the s 
mountaineering grapnel over the top of the pointed posts. 
first tug on the nylon line failed to lodge its points in the resi 
wood. Snow stepped back from the wall, increasing the ang 
which he pulled on the rope. A hard, downward jerk and 
sharp tips bit in. He wrapped the bight end around his sle 
waist and threw his whole weight on it. © 

The grapnel held and Snow quickly scrambled up the wall, 
walking-drawing motion, and dropped lightly over the « 
side. He went into a low crouch and his weapon slid readily | 
shoulder into eager hands. Silence followed. He gave a sofi 
or the inner surface of the barricade. A minute later, An 
Thuy hunkered down beside him. Snow signaled again and 
“ spread apart while Dinky Dow swarmed up and over 
palisade. They separated and went about the grim task of ki 
the sentries. 

Dinky Dow wound his way, sinuous as a snake, througl 
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c shadows of the vehicles parked under the thatch roof of the 
n motor pool. A solitary soldier stood at the -front right 
Jer of the GAZ-69 field car. He stared upward at the 
denly extinguished light, legs braced, weapon at high. port. 
ky Dow whipped a wire garotte over his head and gave it a 
ige yank-and-twist, which cut off air and gradually, from 
y weight, sliced through the unfortunate sentry’s throat. 
lood rushed in a thick sheet down over his chest and his legs 
abled in violent resistance to death. When Dow released him, 
/a soft sighing of air escaped from the corpse. : 
oundlessly the small Vietnamese scout moved on to find 
ther victim. — ; 
lear the armory and supply room, Andrea found another 
rd. He, too, peered upward in surprise at the lightless 
zon. A new recruit, he had little experience with military 
ters and was considerably jumpy. The sound of O’Quinn’s 
: miss had caused him to whirl about and start toward the 
er. . 
low, in the sudden darkness, he started to run. His 
nentum, added to the powerful thrust of Andrea’s right arm, 
ve the thin-bladed knife in her hand to the hilt in his body. It 
2d through his diaphragm, robbing him of the ability to make 
nd, and pierced his heart. He stiffened in paralyzing shock, 
1 sagged and folded onto the ground with her silent guidance. 
pulled the dagger free, the diamond-shaped blade making a 
. sucking noise, and wiped it on his uniform tunic. Confused 
‘es sounded from the main gate. Quickly she started off to 
| another victim. A tiny smile of satisfaction flickered on her 
emington Snow worked his way along the defensive wall, 
nt on a half circuit that would end him at the front gate. He 
w there had to be a guard, pacing the perimeter of the 
pound, and wondered why he had not revealed himself when 
rotating light went out. When he saw the man, he knew the 
on. $s. 
lis back to the compound, legs wide-spraddled, arms in front 
\im, the sentry stood facing the north wall of the palisade. He 
vated in a loud splash through a crack in the peeled log 
ricade. He stood about five foot two, with shoulders hunched 
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and head craned forward. In four swift strides, Remington § 
closed with him. Snow’s six-foot four bulk overwhelmec 
slight figure. 

With a steady, practiced movement, Snow reached out 
hard, ham hands and grasped the unsuspecting guard at the 
of his skull and his jaw and gave a powerful wrench. # 
cracked and the body spasmed, sending a wild stream of | 
over the inner surface of the palisade, inscribing a message ii 
cryptic language of death. Snow released the corpse and m 
on. 

Suddenly a voice called from the main gate. ‘‘Cai nay | 
gi?’* 

“It is the bulb,’” Dinky Dow answered back from the foi 
the guard tower. ‘‘It burnt out. I have to find the su 
sergeant.’ 

“Mau len!” the sentry at the gate snapped, then rep¢ 
himself. ‘‘Hurry up! We are in a secondary stage alert, 
know.”” . c 

“Yes, Comrade Corporal, I will- hurry,’’ Dinky | 
responded meekly. He moved away, in the direction of 
barracks, then cut back to join Andrea. Snow arrived sec 
later. . 

“How are we going to do this?’’. Snow inquired. 

Andrea had a ready answer. “‘I think Dow is going to e: 
his ‘girlfriend’ home to the village. Get in position to take t 
from the side.”’ 

Less than a minute passed before the corporal and priva 
the gate saw movement in the darkened compound. Two fig 
approached them, arms twined about waist and shoulder. V 
they neared, the senior sentry challenged them. 

‘‘What is this? Where are you going?” 

“I am taking my girl back to the village,’’ Dinky | 
answered. ‘‘She .. . ah, came to visit me and we forgot a 
the curfew.” 

“You know there are to be no civilians in the comp 
during an alert. I want your name. You are on report.” _ 

By that time, the amorous pair had moved close enough 
their weapons, held at their hips, had no chance of missing. 
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rporal saw them and that both persons were in uniform and a 
trible realization dawned on him. 
Andrea fired first, a fraction of an instant ahead of Dinky 
yw. From their right, Snow added the firepower of his 
ppressed M-16. ~ 
Slugs raked the two sentries, ripping and tearing at the cloth of 
2ir uniforms and the vulnerable flesh beneath. Glass shattered 
the guard box and in a dizzying two seconds both militiamen 
7 dead in spreading pools of their rich life fluids. 
“*Get the lock,”? Andrea ordered. 
Dinky Dow hurried to obey while Snow covered the- 
mpound in the event of their disturbance being discovered. 
thing moved. Rather sloppy for a second stage alert, he 
ought. Surely they had more guards out than this? ; 
When the gate swung wide, the trio went off on their separate 
issions to plant explosives. Snow reached the kitchen building 
id discovered the reason for the light security. Three more 
ntries had slipped off for a comforting cup of tea. They sat, 
‘ads together, smoke rising from the tiny orange glows of 
garettes tucked in the corners of their mouths, talking at a 
ble in the open-air mess area. Remington Snow flipped the 
lector lever to full auto and hosed them down with speeding 
unds. . 
Bodies jerked and flailed, ¢ one man Pitched forward over the 
ble, while his comrades sprawled in the dirt in grotesque 
ystures of agony. The suppressor made little noise, yet that 
oved enough to attract the notice of the sole duty cook. 
That worthy civilian employee stepped into the open doorway 
ith a large ladle in one hand and a question on his lips. He 
ade it in time to be blown back inside by a-short burst from 
iow’s M-16. Quickly Snow set about planning explosives. 


Above the tower, the beacon went from bien white to sickly 
llow, then blacked out. In its last glow, O’Quinn blasted the 
ad off the ammo bearer behind the machinegun. 
*‘Not bad shootin’,’’ Rivera commented in a soft whisper. 
You’re sorta good at this killin’ stuff yourself. ” 


269 


**Yeah. Thanks, I guess. Hey, tell me, is killing a t 
anything like doin’ a man?” 

A short silence held while Rivera considered the questi 
They had nothing to do but keep alert until the charges w 
off, so he mulled over the idea for a few seconds. ‘‘Yeah 
suppose you could say so. Only ... the bull is such a t 
magnificent creature. He’s a lot more powerful than any m 
and quicker. And . . . well, you’ve been out there with him, ; 
to—I don’t know how to say this right—know him and bi 
part of his life an’ all. You and the bull share an ... 
intimacy I guess ... like nothing ever with some gook y 
waste over here. You’re sorta sorry to see the bull die... 
happy and relieved that it’s him lying there in a pool of blo 
an’ not you. There’s a. . . charge it gives you—like nothin’ ¢ 
in the world. It’s like makin’ it with a chick. Only different . 
awful different. It makes you feel so... alive.”’ 

Silence returned a moment, then O’Quinn murmured soft 
“*Jeez, that’s . . . sorta like poetry.” ; 

**And now’s no time for that shit. There goes Sam Spade. 


With smooth precision, Junior Wakely led his small secti 
out from the position where Rivera and O’Quinn settled in to f 
on the tower. He used silent arm signals to put Culpepper on. 
belly to crawl up to the outer fence of the northern palisade. 1 
young lieutenant and the Filipino corporal stationed themsel 
to give Culpepper cover. Then the light went out. 

Wriggling like a snake, Culpepper covered the distance 
short bursts of movement that went undetected by anyone ins 
the compound. Half way there he heard the crack of bullets o 
his head and knew the job had been done on the beacon. He r 
then and dashed the last few feet. Immediately he gouged ou 
hole in the soft jungle soil with his entrenching tool and plac 
the satchel charge against the thick bases of two poles. | 
removed a fifty foot coil of M700 time fuse from his pack a 
reeled out fifteen feet of it. He inserted the .20 inch diame 
fuse into the open end of an M7 blasting cap and crimped 
down tightly. Then he ganged two M4AI priming adaptors a 
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| the cap into one of them. 

Next he connected the two M4Al1 priming adapters of the 
chel charge to the RDX boosters for the MSAI demolition 
cks. He positioned the canvas-covered demolition charge in 
ha manner that the force would be directed against the 
isade, unreeled the time fuse and buried the explosives 
‘kage under hard-packed earth. He was about to attach an 
iO fuse igniter to the free end of the time fuse when he heard a 
sing noise from the other side of the pole wall. 

The steady zisssss turned to a splashing sound and warm 
plets fell on the exposed fuse and his hands. Damn! 
Ipepper raged inwardly. Some fuckin’ gook was over there 
ing a piss. He gritted his teeth and endured the indignity. He 
ild do nothing about it and to withdraw might attract the | 
ention of the man relieving himself. Four miserable seconds 
ised and then Culpepper heard the distinctive dry-stick crunch 
breaking bones and the shower of urine ceased. Good for 
neone, he thought. 
Quickly he unscrewed the fuse holder cap three turns and 
‘ssed the shipping plug into the igniter to release the split 
let, then rotated the plug to remove it. He inserted the time 
e through the rubber grommet and seated it firmly against the 
mer. Then he tightened the cap enough to hold the fuse in 
ce by the collet. He gripped the barrel of the igniter in his left 
nd, removed the safety pin and drew out the pull ring to take 
t slack. He made a quick mental check of his circuit and gave 
inal hard yank and release on the ring. The percussion primer 
ed with a barely audible snap and the fuse smoked into life. 
ipepper gave it a final glance and quickly crawled back to 
akely and Olobong. 

“She’s off and running, Junior.”’ 

“Good. All we have to do is wait. How much fuse did you 
e it?” 

‘Fifteen feet. At forty seconds a foot, that ought to work out 
ht on twenty-one-twenty.”’ oe 
“We'll know when we hear the bang,’’ Junior Wakely replied. 
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Within an hour after total darkness, most of the lights in 
village huts had gone out. The children had long since stop) 
playing, called inside by their parents. Now the adults broke 
conversations and wended their way to their'small huts. W 
Park on the point, Falcon led the remainder of the Black Ea; 
around the north end of the compound and started in betw 
the first row of hootches and the tall palisade wall. 

They reached a point about a hundred meters. along 
lengthy side of the rectangle when slurred voices came to th 
from directly ahead. 

**] still shay it’s all the shame. It don’ ma’er if it’s the Fren 
or those snooty Hanoi slobs or ... or the damn ar’g 
Russians. All any of ’em want is to have us country folks 
slaves. The worl’s no different, no matter who’s running it.’ 

“Hush up, Giap! Do you want the commissar to hear you? 
one of the militia? Think what would happen. Ish not safe 
speak your mind these days.” 

“Has it ever been? My father fought with the Viet Mi 
agains’ the French. When the French caught him, they tortu: 
him, beat him and put him in prison. When they let him out, | 
Viet Minh took him and tortured him and beat, him and accu: 
him of being a French plant. Like I say . . . all the same.” 

Falcon made quick arm signals and the Black Eagles fac 
into darkness while the two inebriated citizens of Lahn & 
staggered toward them. Giap started to expound on his thec 
again when strong arms grabbed them and yanked the pair | 
their feet. Big, hard hands covered their mouths. 

Bright colored lights exploded in Giap’s head when tapped 
a rifle butt. His companion got the same treatment. Tl 
slumped into the warm arms of unconsciousness. Slowly th 
bodies were eased to the ground. 

‘‘We'd better make sure they’re dead,’’ Malpractice McCor 
advised in a whisper. 

“No,”’ Falcon countered. ‘‘Just tie them up and gag the 
That fellow, Giap, has a hard on for the Reds. Being roughed 
by us, then given a third degree by the commissar’s boys s1 
won’t improve his opinion of his new masters. Nothing like 
little dissension in the ranks.” 
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“Hey, I like that,’”” Lt. Blum added. 

**Park, go on ahead and make sure we don’t have another run- 
n like this. We don’t have much time.”’ 

‘Not far now, Falcon,’’ Park returned. “There, the light went 
rut. We can move easy now.”’ 

True to Park’s prediction, the small section did not encounter _ 
ny more residents of Lahn Boa on their way to the trail, which 
it that point became the main street of the village. One by one 
hey crossed over and turned northwest for the short walk to 
ome opposite the main gate. A quick glance assured Falcon that 
t stood wide open and unattended. 

*“We’re set. Five minutes to wait. We cross the road at twenty- 
me-nineteen.’’ 


Like thin, dark green snakes shedding last year’s skin, a dozen 
oils of time fuse burned down to trails of black ash. Blasting 
aps reacted and the sudden flash of heat and a ripple of blasts 
regan to build from a solid whumpf to an ear-ruining roar. 

A large chunk of the north palisade smashed inward and 
eared toward the sky in a fountain of dirt and smoke. Two 
oom-sized portions of the barracks outer wall disintegrated into 
hunks and slivers of shattered wood and drove into the space” 
‘ccupied by sleeping bodies. 

Men screamed and writhed in agony while their’ savagely 
oncussed eardrums recorded still other explosions. 

Two walls of the kitchen bulged inward and the roof collapsed 
m the dead cook, who lay sprawled across a butcher’s block. 
Vraps of primer cord and blobs of C-4 cut off the legs of the 
ower and it came crashing down, bringing with it the tall 
ntenna mast for the garrison’s communications system. An 
normous blast resounded from the supply room side of the 
mall building that also housed the armory. Fires immediately 
egan to flicker from every point. 

A smail eruption, followed by a roiling ball of flame, engulfed 
ne of the trucks in the motor pool. A fraction of a second later, 
nother one attempted to become airborne. The effort failed and 
; Slammed back to earth in a cloud of dust and smoke. Angry 
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protests of tortured metal sounded from broken axles and over- 
strained springs and the front tires burst with mini-explosions of 
their own. The ruptured gas tank splashed fuel onto the battered 
ground and the glistening puddle soon burst into flame. 

Fed by this holocaust, the GAZ-69 field car disintegrated with 
a wondrous roar. The thatched roof over the motor park 
whooshed into a seething red mass and Junior Wakely broke off 
firing at confused militiamen who had begun to appear at the 
back door of the barracks. He rushed in to save the final vehicle, 
so vital to their escape. 

More militia soldiers debouched from the shattered barracks 
building, many unclothed, all panicked and disoriented. Falcon 
and the remainder of the team dashed through the main gate and 
began to cut the milling enemy down with carefully controlled 
short bursts. Bodies jerked and spun, ran in crazy staggering 
circles or died silently in place, under a constant rain of fire from 
three directions. , 

‘This way!’ Falcon commanded, one arm flung out to point 
toward the motor pool. 

. Two troopers, in full uniform, came from the administration 
witig with weapons at the ready. The rattling crackle of AK-47 
fire sounded clearly in the compound where before only the 
polite coughs of suppressed weapons brought destruction. 
Falcon felt a hot round snap past his ear and he instinctively 
dodged aside, while the questing muzzle of his M-16 catered on 


. the aggressor’s chest. 


Falcon’s finger tightened and the militiaman jolted backward, 
bent double and flopped on the ground. Blood began to pool 
from the huge, ragged-edged exit wound beside his spine. 

“May sung truong!’’ a sergeant shouted from the steps of the 
barracks. ‘‘Your rifles! Get your rifles!” 

The quick-thinking NCO’s orders galvanized several men into 
action. They made a concerted rush to reach the armory. F 

A blitz of copper-covered lead slammed into the recovered 
soldiers, spilling them in feebly thrashing heaps a dozen paces 
from their goal. More shots came from the second floor window 
of the barracks. Ten feet to Falcon’s left, Marc Blum dropped 
his weapon and clasped both hands to his side. He bit back the 
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‘ream of agony his tormented body demanded he release so that 
nly a muffled groan squeezed past his. white, tightly-clenched 


ps. 

‘‘Hang in there,’’ Malpractice shouted to Blum. “‘I’ll get to 
ou in a minute.” 

Jack Galchaser had charged forward from the main gate toa 
osition where he could easily lob a grenade into the barracks. It 
tiled through the window where the sharpshooter knelt and 
cploded seconds later. The force lifted the shredded, dying man 
pward and outward, flinging him free of the structure to fall in 
bleeding heap at the feet of his comrades. 

Several of the younger militiamen raised their hands in 
irrender. They died along with those who sought to resist. 
alcon concentrated his attention on every aspect of the raid in 
in. The numbers ticked off at an alarming rate, yet more NVA 
tilitia presented themselves to fight or to die.in helpless terror. 

“Use grenades!’’ he shouted above the din of conflict. 

Five spheroid casings of violent death lofted through the air 
ito the tottering wooden structure that housed the quarters and 
iministrative offices for the garrison. The explosion, the 
ymbined force of eleven ounces of TNT, spelled a final adieu to 
.e rickety structure. The living, dead and dying tumbled into the 
yundering mass of shattered lumber and crumbled plaster. Their 
dices choked off in a cloud of dust, out of which small tongues 
f flame licked greedily at the abundant fuel. Culpepper, from 
te back palisade wall, added the coup de grace with a white 
hosphorous round from his CGL4. i. 

**Cease firing! Cease firing!’’ Falcon yelled to his team. 

The last screams of the mortally sundered faded in the silence 
lat came after battle. 

“Now! Rivera and O’Quinn check the armory. All the arms 
id ammunition you can find. Bring it outside in a pile. Andrea, 
yu and Olobong check the mess area. Food, liquids, anything 
e can consume. Same procedure. Move!’’ Falcon trotted off to 
here Junior Wakely stood beside the salvaged ZIL truck. 

“Junior, take Park, Horny Jack and Culpepper and start 
lling jerrycans with a reserve of gasoline. If you can find any 
esel fuel take it, too. We're going to have to clean these 
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suppressors again, they’re starting to load up and get noisy. I 
you can’t find any we'll use gas as a solvent. Load everything o1 
the truck, then go pick up the other supplies. Kitchen first, thes 
the armory. You have...’ he paused to glance at his watch 
‘‘Rleven and a half minutes before we kiss this place good-bye.’ 

Horny Jack started toward a stack of the distinctive Nort! 
Vietnamese twenty gallon square cans that looked exactly liki 
restaurant-size vegetable oil containers. ‘‘Awh, man, to take:: 
perfectly good fighting man and turn him into a service statio1 
jockey is about the lowest,’’ he groused harmlessly. ‘‘It’s enoug] 
to piss me off.” 

Calvin Culpepper sniffed at the sour-ammonia dor that clun; 
to his cami sleeves and hands and wrinkled his nose. ‘‘Be cool 
Horny Jack. It’s always better to be pissed off than to be pisse 
on. Believe me .. . I know.” 

Remington Snow walked up during this short exchange ant 
gave Culpepper an odd look. A crooked smile spread and h 
began to snort through his nose, his chest heaved and a ful 
bellow of laughter rang into the night. “You ... don’t .. 
mean... that you... you were on the other side of . . . of tha 
palisade . . . when I croaked that guard?”’ he forced out betwee! 
gales of mirth. 

“It’s not funny,’’ Culpepper glowered. 

“Of course not. But .. . I can just . . . see it. There you ar: 
. . . all set up to blow the world to hell and this turkey starts t 
rain on your parade. Oh, hell, that’s rich.’” 

“It’s not often a guy gets a laugh around this outfit,’ 
Culpepper returned sullerily. ‘‘I can fell that.’’ 

**No hard feelings, Sam,’’ Snow offered, controlling hi 
laughter. ‘It’s only that in the same position, helpless to di 
anything like you must have been, I can just picture what woul 
go through my mind. I’d like to grab the mother-sticker ani 
break his fucking neck.’? He paused a second, sobered. ‘‘Matte 
of fact, that’s exactly what I did.’’ 

‘“‘And earned my eternal gratitude,’’ Culpepper told him 
. **Now, I’d consider it a favor if you didn’t go making everyone’ 
day with a recitation of that, ah, delightful incident.’’ 

“Hey, we’ve got work to do,”” Junior Wakely interrupted th: 
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conversation to remind them. 

‘Right, Junior. I°ll be over at the kitchen with Falcon,’? Snow | 
‘eturned as he departed. . 

Falcon satisfied himself that they would have an adequate 
iupplement to the C-rations each Black Eagle carried, told Snow 
0 stay there and help load the truck and moved on to the supply 
‘oom and armory. , 

“Look here,’’ Manuel. Rivera announced. ‘‘A SA-Seven. 
(heir heat-seeking device isn’t all that much, but they can shoot 
iown some aircraft.’’ 

Falcon examined the Soviet-made, hand-held anti-aircraft 

nissile and its launch tube. Rivera was right. The model had 
ittle use against jets. Even so, it could provide an edge. ‘‘Put it 
yn the truck. All the ammo you find, too.’’ A leafy rustle of 
roices at the main gate attracted Falcon’s attention. 
. A small knot of villagers, shocked and disbelieving of the 
ightning speed by which their vaunted militia had been 
‘xterminated, gathered outside the gate and timidly whispered 
mong themselves. They turned round eyes on the pillaging 
joing on and wet dry lips. with tentative tongues. They gazed 
ongest at the heaped mound of bodies, the burning buildings. 
mmediately a few urged caution. Any show of hostility and they 
vould become the next victims. Two dedicated cadre among the 
sxopulation slipped quietly away, to begin the long j journey to the 
iext village. None wished. them well. . 

At last the activity slowed and the peasants began to disperse, 
liding silently back to the safety of their homes. 

“Got that thing loaded?”’ Falcon inquired of the truck. 

**Ready to go.”’ 

“Then roll it.’ 

Junior Wakely took the ZIL-135 to the kitchen and the team 
juickly loaded cartons of canned seafood, bottles of naum moc 
auce and fresh vegetables. The helpers jumped aboard and 
junior wheeled down to the armory. In two minutes all of the 
isable supplies, including small arms and ammo, were loaded 
mn. Falcon pointed to a tripod-mounted PKS machine gun.° 

“Throw that aboard. We'll rig it on that ring mount on top of 
he cab later on.”’ 
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Rivera and Malpractice quickly complied and joined th 
remainder of the Black Eagles. At twenty-one-thirty-oh-four, th 
ZIL rolled out through the gate and headed for Highway 9 anc 
bias road to the South. 
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['WENTY-TWO 


sands of intense white, pale pink, rose and purple-red extended 
ipward from the eastern horizon into the vaulted black of 
etreating night when Falcon ordered the truck to halt. The 
eam had put two hundred kilometers between them and Lahn 
joa. They had encountered only one incident that had hazarded 
heir flight from the village. 

Some fifty kilometers south of Lahn Boa, on Highway 9, a 
mall, dimly lighted shack indicated the presence of a check 
wint. A striped pole barred the road and four NVA soldiers 
tood about, alerted by the sound of their approach. 

‘Drive up there like we belonged here,’’ Falcon told 
temington Snow, who sat behind the: wheel. ‘‘Matador, get 
eady with that PKS.” 

The big Soviet machine gun had been mounted in position 
wer the cab and manned by Manuel Rivera. He stood in place 
iow and charged the weapon while the truck rolled slowly 
orward. One of the security men stepped forward and gestured 
vith an upraised hand in a signal to halt, 

Following a practice used world-wide, Snow doused the head- 
ights and advanced by the illumination of the parking lamps. 
[wo more guards stepped to the roadside, curious about the . 
ehicle and its occupants. At a range of fifty feet, Rivera 
pened up with the PKS. 

All four soldiers died in a hail of steel-cored Soviet 7.62mm 
ullets that cut through them with the smoothness of the 
nfamous Marxist sickle. Hammer blows drove them to the 
round and battered the corpses with brutal efficiency. Not a 
ne got off a shot. : 

When the truck rolled abreast of the sentry box, Park and 
forny Jack jumped over the tailgate. Park raised the barrier 
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bar, while Galchaser entered the shack and smashed the radic 
set. Quickly they boarded the vehicle and it sped off into thi 
darkness. Now, they faced a greater danger. Daylight anc 
increased search activity. 

Sunrise revealed a vastly different landscape. Although stil 
sub-tropical, wide, flat coastal plains could be seen to the eas 
and the trees had been cut back to make room for rice paddie: 
and water buffalo pastures. A thick stand of cedar-like conifer: 
‘stood near the road some hundred meters farther along. Falco 
nodded toward them. 

“Pull into those trees up there. We'll top off the tanks anc 
have something to eat. That'll give the troops a chance t 
stretch their legs.” 

- “We're going on, then?’ Snow inquired in surprise. 

Falcon lapsed into a brooding moment’s silence. The odd 
against them would be enormously increased by daylight travel 
Yet, this terrain left little concealment that could not easily bi 
checked out by search teams. To stand still might prove equall: 
suicidal. Worse, Andrews had told them that once the air strik: 
went down, the choppers would be on station to make the pick 
up exactly forty-eight hours later. They had to make anothe 
three hundred kilometers before zero-two-hundred hours th 
next morning. There would be only one follow-up attempt 
twenty-four hours later. - 

He held no illusions that they could remain alive and fre 
inside the enemy’s country-for that long. Even more than on th: 
raid at the pagoda, a time for boldness seemed to be at hand 
They would have to rack up all the miles they could in th 
truck, then, if necessary, take to foot again. 

“*Yes,’’ he replied at last. ““We don’t really have a choice. I 
we stay here, or somewhere like it, we'll be spotted within a fev 
hours. It’s risky, but it’s the only chance we have.” 

Half an hour later, Snow pulled the ZIL-135 back ont 
Highway 9. The railroad center of Vinh lay only sevent: 
kilometers south of them. From there it would be a.straight sho 
to the DMZ. | 
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General Song Van Nhu glared at the aide who approached 
im. He wanted to yawn and stretch. He desperately needed 
eep and his body rebelled at poor nourishment and overwork. 
et, a nagging fury gnawed at his vitals, demanding more and 
rer more, refusing him release until the audacious enemy who 
ad destroyed his magnificent edifice at the pagoda had been 
aptured. From the aide’s wary. expression and deep frown, the 
zneral realized, the news he brought would be anything put 
oad. 

**Yes, what is it?’’ 

“There is a man outside, sir. A peasant. He claims to be an 
gent of the village commissar at Lahn Boa.”’ 

‘‘What is he doing here?’ 

“*He .. . he has a somewhat garbled and impossible sounding 
ule to tell, Comrade General. Something about an attack on the 
arrison at Lahn Boa. He’s been running and walking all night 
» get here and is near to exhaustion.” 

“‘Is that a regular garrison?’’ 

“No, sir. Militia.”’ 

*“‘Hummm, Never mind, send him in.”’ A growing worry 
urned in the general’s gut. He had, he suddenly recognized, 
een ill at ease since arriving in this small village some eighty 
ilometers southeast of his former headquarters, a direction he 
ill believed ill-advised. The excavation at the caves had 
‘vealed no enemy bodies, but it did lead to an unknown. exit on 
ie other side of the hill. Only natives would know of this. It 
‘inforced his belief that guerrilla units, operating under 
irection from the South, had been employed to create 
iversions and thus confuse the true escape route of the 
iarauders who had decimated the pagoda. This would probably 
rove to be another of these false leads. Song rose to pour 
imself a cup of tea. 

He felt a stiffness in his joints. It had become painful to move 
bout, his body drugged on fatigue poisons. This small desk, in 
¢ tiny office of the People’s Hall was hardly suited to his bulk 
nd made it impossible to pace off nervous energy and think 
early. He returned to the uncomfortable chair by the time the 
ide brought in the secret police agent from Lahn Boa. 

“Tell me, what is the story you have about an attack on the 
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garrison at Lahn Boa?’ Gen. Song began peremptorily. 

“it is true, Comrade General. I am Vinh Van Gow, polic 
agent for Commissar Phan at Lahn Boa. The attack came a 
night, around the second hour after darkness. By count, ther 
were thirteen of the enemy. Four of them appeared to b: 
Vietnamese, or at least Asiatic. The remainder were Americans 
including one black man.” 

Song’s attention sharpened. ‘‘Yes, go on.”’ 

“They used a lot of explosives. The shock knocked object 
off shelves throughout the village. Suddenly they appeare 
inside the compound. They set fires and killed everyone there.’ 

"How large is this garrison?” 

“A reinforced platoon of militia, Comrade General. Thre: 
officers and sixty-five other ranks.”’ 

“‘And thirteen of the enemy overwhelmed and killed them?’ 
It matched the fury of the assault on his pagoda, though he stil 
found such a feat hard to believe. 

. “Yes, Comrade General. They struck like lightning. Most o 
the men were in barracks, their weapons locked up in th: 
armory as is proper. They .. . they never had a chance. Afte 
the destruction was complete, the Americans and their allie 
drove off in a truck, headed south toward Highway Nine.” 

Song turned to his aide. ‘‘Get the defense ministry on th: 
radio. I want a flight of MiGs down here to search to the soutl 
of Lahn Boa. Also alert the officers that we will be leaving her 
in thirty minutes, at all possible speed.’’ 

“You will be going to Lahn Boa?” the secret policemar 
asked eagerly. 

“No. The Americans have hit and run again. We're goin; 
after them. Find someone to get you something to eat, then res 
as long as you need before starting back to your home. There’: 
nothing we can do there. But I want those swine!’’ 


“Flight leader, this is Wing Three. I have a lone militan 
vehicle, traveling at a high rate of speed, on Highway Nine 
Request permission to descend to one hundred meters to verify 
Over.”* 

From twenty-five miles away, where he directed the activitie: 
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ff his search aircraft, the squadron commander responded. 
‘Affirmative, Wing Three. Begin descent now. al leader 
ut. ” 

Dropping from an altitude of twenty-five thousand feet, the 
win -Tumanskii ROBF turbojets of the MiG-19 could not be 
eard over the rattle and whine of the ZIL-135 which held the 
Mack Eagles. The team members remained blissfully unaware of 
he presence of the enemy until Wing Three, ‘a very junior pilot 
1 the squadron, reached an altitude of one hundred meters. 

The young Vietnamese pilot raced along three hundred thirty 
eet off the ground, the five-point-two ton thrust of the 
‘umanskii R9BG engines creating an enormous disturbance 
orque and a sonic shock wave of bedlam proportions. Matador 
tivera spotted him first. ; 

**I’m a sonofabitch! A MiG.’’ He rapped on the roof of the 
ab. ‘‘Hey, Falcon, there’s a MiG off to our right.” 

a Beep an eye on him. And wave at him. Make him think 
re’re friendly.”” He turned to Snow. “Take the first 
ipportunity you can find to turn off the highway. a find 
ome trees.” 

Already Wing Three was reporting back to his flight leader. 
‘I have contact. I’m positive it is the truck we are searching for. 
tequest permission to arm and fire. Over.”’ a 

“‘Wing Three, this is flight leader. You are free to arm. Do 
‘ot, I repeat, do not fire directly on suspect target. Line up 
rom behind and fire a warning burst with your cannon, 
rected ahead of them. Then signal with your wings for them 
9 stop. Over.’’ . 

“‘Acknowledge. Arming NR-Thirties now.’? The MiG com- 
nenced a long turn and raced back past the speeding truck. 
‘Ah ... Flight leader, the machine gunner is waving at me. It 
ppears they may be friendly after all. Over.’’ 

“Fire your warning burst anyway, Wing Three. Flight leader 
ut.’” 

With somewhat less than consummate skill, Wing Three lined 
p on the center mark of the highway. This time he flew straight 
nd level, without -his left wing canted over thirty degrees for 
bservation. When the truck disappeared from sight under him, 
e pressed the firing button and released a stream of 30mm 
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cannon rounds that ripped into the hard surface of the high 
way. 

“Holy shit!’? Malpractice McCorkel exploded. ‘‘Tha 
muther’s shooting at us.” 

“Only a warning,’? Matador Rivera explained. “I think h 
wants us to stop.’’. 

Inside the cab, Falcon spoke slowly to Snow. “We had bette: 
stop. I’ll set up that Grail missile and see if we can knock tha 
bird out of the sky.”’ 

*“‘That’s a risky shot, isn’t it?” 

“True. But the only one we have.”’ 

Snow braked the ZIL and remained in the center of the road 
Falcon quickly jumped from the cab and ran to the rear. ‘“Hanc 
me that SA-Seven,’’ he told Homy Jack. 

**Comin’ up, Cap’n. You gonna blast that prick?’’ 

“If I can, yes.” 

Wing Three had completed his long, sliding turn and roarec 
back toward the parked truck. His voice resonated with pride 
when he reported to his flight leader. ‘‘They have stopped 
Comrade Flight Leader. No sign of aggressive action on thei 
part. Over.”” 

The flight leader, controlling his independent searchers fron 
an altitude of thirty-eight thousand feet and twenty-five mile: 
away, pondered this a moment. ‘‘Good work, Wing Three. Givi 
me an exact fix on your location, then go back low and slov 
and get a good look. Over.”’ 

When Wing Three complied with his instructions, the fligh' 
leader changed to another channel and made a report to hi: 
home base outside Hanoi. His instructions were to have Win; 
Three maintain visual contact until helicopters could be sent tc 
examine the suspected target on the ground. He relayed thi 
information and cut communications in order to avoid ¢ 
constant stream of excited chatter from his youngest pilot. Thi: 
proved to be a serious error, ough it took him some while t< 
learn it. 

Falcon carefully led the throttled-back jet as it made anothe: 
sweeping pass. While it zoomed off into the distance to make : 
wide turn and track back by them, he loaded the twenty-point 
three pound Grail missile into its metal launch tube. While Win; 
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ree made his second turn, prior to another pass, Falcon lined 
the open sights and made a second practice run. 
“Get on him, Cap’n. Get on him!’’ several Black Eagles 
zed, uncertain why Falcon waited so long. 
“I want to get lined up on his pipes. This thing has a weak IR 
item, like the ‘Redeye.’ ’’ 
Then the MiG-19 passed from front to rear once more. 
Falcon sighted in, took up the first pressure on the trigger and 
ited until the red light turned green, indicating that the seeker 
d locked on the exhaust tubes of the MiG, then applied full 
essure. The 53% inch missile, with its five and a half pound 
head blasted into life. The booster charge burned completely 
fore the slender, two and three-quarter inch diameter 
ojectile sped off at Mach 1.5 toward the slower moving jet 
‘craft. 
This time the Grail exhibited none of its characteristic 
vaknesses. It sped hot and true to the target, identified the 
ormous heat source of the exhaust pipe, under the tail, and 
n right up into it. The contact detonator functioned correctly 
d the resulting blast of two and a half kilos of high explosive 
yped the entire empenage off Wing Three’s MiG-19. 
The suddenly destabilized aircraft flipped ass over nose and 
gered into the red clay soil of North Vietnam in an enormous 
istcloud and ball of flame. 
‘All right! Let’s haul ass!’’ Falcon yelled. He vaulted the 
gate and found a seat among the other Black Eagles, while 
iow put the engine in gear and roared away. 
In theory, the ZIL-135 could not make more than sixty 
lometers per hour. With a light load and plenty of 
termination out of the driver, Remington Snow managed to 
e out ninety-seven. Ten kilometers along the road, closer to 
nh, the dark forms of several vehicles could be spotted in the 
stance. They stopped growing larger of a sudden and spread 
it across the road. 
“‘Roadblock,”” Snow bellowed over the engine’s laboring to 
ose in the bed. 
“Get ready to take them,’’ Falcon instructed the Black 
gles. ‘‘Matador, you open up first with the MG. We'll fill in 
the truck gets closer.’’ He rose and leaned forward around 
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the curve of the cab. ‘‘Give it hell, Remington, we’re not goin, 
to stop for a chat.” ; 

“Gotcha, Falcon.’ 

Gradually the two ZIL trucks, the GAZ field car and a ZIN 
sedan that formed the roadblock grew larger while the careenin; 
_ vehicle with the Black Eagles aboard roared toward the loos 
zig-zag pattern laid out to slow and monitor all traffic in eithe 
direction. 

“That’s too much weight to hit dead on, Falcon,”’ Riveri 
observed from his position behind the machine gun. 

“Ummm,” Falcon offered, deep in thought. ‘‘Culpepper, cas 
you handle that RPG-Seven?”’ 

**You kiddin’? I practically cut my teeth on one.” Culpeppe 
hoisted the seven kilo tube with the ease with which a conducto 
raised his baton. He shoved the 40mm internal rocket engin: 
tube down the inside of the thirty-eight and a half inch launche 
and affectionately patted the bulbous HE warhead tha 
projected beyond the mouth of the firing tube. 

“This baby will sure do the job, but I can’t fire it from ir 
here.”’ ; 

“Right. Slight change in plans,’’ he shouted to Snow. ‘‘Sto] 
right here.’’ 

Snow slammed on.the brakes and the ZIL-135 smoked to 1 
quick stop. Culpepper dropped to the ground, estimated hi 
range at about two hundred eighty meters and aimed the RPG 
7V. The booster charge belched the projectile out of thi 
launcher and, a few meters down range, the internal rocke 
ignited and sped the smoke-spewing package of destructio1 
toward its target. 

The foremost truck suddenly erupted in a huge ball of fire 
while the high explosive blast tured chunks of body metal int 
scrap iron and hurled them away like bits of paper. 

‘Hand me another one of those,”” Culpepper requested. Hi 
quickly loaded and took aim on the ZIM sedan. The moment hi 
_ fired, a uniformed officer, apparently of considerable rank 
outsped his flunkies in an effort to put a great deal of spaci 
between himself and the vehicle. 

The pride of the Soviet auto industry fared even less well thar 
‘the big military truck. When the fireball and smoke dwindle 
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ay, all that remained to be seen were four burning tires, one 
e and a bent piece of the frame. 
‘One more time!’ Culpepper cried in delight. 
Andrea handed him another two and a quarter kilo projectile. 
‘loaded and adjusted the sights to center on the second truck. 
e driver prudently started it up and pulled out of position. He 
xd to take his truck to safety back in the direction from which 
had come. He made some fifteen meters when the sizzling 
jload of the RPG-7V struck at the rear of the cab, a fraction 
an inch above the bed. 
Once more the Black Eagles watched a macabre pyrotechnic 
play that deprived the Marxist government of North Vietnam 
four more slaves. 
“Saddle up!’’ Falcon commanded. ‘‘Let’s hit * er, Snow.”’ 
Matador Rivera charged the 7.62mm machine gun and 
ened up immediately, spraying the area of the former 
idblock in short, concentrated bursts. Men ducked and 
dged. Two leaped high into the air, splattered into a pulp by 
eams of Russian lend-lease bullets. John Snow screamed the 
L-135 through the gears, gaining speed as he approached the 
molished blockade. 
Small arms opened up, inside the truck bed and from along 
: road, as Snow maneuvered through the burning debris and 
-d off down Highway 9 away from the helpless enemy. 
A short way down the road, Rivera spotted more trouble. 
wi, fuck! Choppers. Odds are they’ve got a gunship or two 
ng.”” 
From the east came two Mil Mi-4 assault helicopters, accom- _ 
nied by a Mil Mi-8 fitted with two pylons, rigged for a mixed 
z of 57mm rockets and 14.5mm chain guns. Lumped together 
a loose formation, the trio looked like doom from the skies 
the Black Eagles. Falcon slapped the palm of one hand on 
cab roof. 
‘Get us in as close to those trees as you can, Remington,” he 
uted toward the driver’s window. 
The ZIL changed direction and wavered a moment before 
tling on a course that took it through a low rail fence and 
oss a water buffalo pasture toward a low knoll topped by a 
nd of nut trees. 
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Snow did a one-eighty turn and Rivera immediately lined y; 
on the helicopters. A steady line of 7.62mm slugs spewed ou 
toward the implacably advancing enemy. Before the truck cam 
to a stop, Falcon had loaded another round in the SA-7. H 
hopped lightly to the ground and took aim at the hoverin 
danger of the Mi-8. 

Spurts of smoke and flickers of muzzle bloom wavere 
around the pylons on the gunship. The ground around the truc! 
-erupted in gouts of ravaged soil and a few of the big 50 calibe 
bullets screamed off the heavy frame. 

Then: Falcon had the fire-breathing monster in his sights. H 
squeezed, waited what seemed an eternity for red to becom 
green, then launched the small rocket. 

Like the first, its booster ignited with a flat blam/ and spewe: 
flame while it cast the projectile out the tube. For a fraction o 
a second, Falcon felt that it seemed to have burned with greate 
fury than the first one, then disregarded it, intent to see if th 
internal rocket would fire. The small propulsive motor lit of 
right on time and shoved the package of high explosives of 
toward the target. 

Then, suddenly, it seemed to try to chase its own tail. In | 
wild, undulating path, it looped through the sky, nosed dow: 
and dove for the ground. It exploded in a blast of uselessness 

Quickly Falcon reloaded and sought the deadly Mi-8 onc 
more. His palms had gone slippery and sweat ran into his eyes 
He blinked the stinging salty solution away and took aim. Onc 
- again the red light turned to green and he pulled through on th 
trigger. 

Blam! 

With a brief whoosh, the Grail missile leaped out toward th 
hovering threat. Falcon sent a silent, blasphemous prayer afte 
the finned projectile. Both pylons smoked into life and 57mn 
rockets raced toward the truck. They passed the Grail in mid 
flight and exploded wide of the ZIL-135 by some thirty meters 

At so short a range, the Mach 1.5 Grail took nearly no tim 
in its flight path. Falcon’s heartbeat quickened when he saw th 
blurred object assume a slightly up-curved trajectory and fl 
directly into the lower’ intake of the twin TV2-117A turboshaf 
engines. 
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A bright, red-orange ball blossomed outward from the core of 
: chopper and bits of its skin fell away before the rapidly 
eading conflagration entirely engulfed the Mi-8. At the same 
tant he heard a triumphant shout from Manuel Rivera. He 
nced quickly to the left and saw one of the Mi-4 troop 
tiers wobble sideways drunkenly. 

[ts forward windscreen had been shattered by a sustained 
rst from the RPK. The pilot and co-pilot lay sprawled in 
itesque postures of death and from deep in the bowels of the 
»pper, wisps of smoke indicated that the green-burning Soviet 
cers had started a fire in the big eighteen cylinder ASh-82V 
liat engine. Three panicked soldiers leaped to their deaths 
m an open waist door before the insectile monster crashed 
o the unyielding red soil below. 

Immediately the Black Eagles sought their remaining enemy 
ft, only to discover that it had landed and disgorged its cargo 
fighting men. Falcon quickly sized up the situation. They 
ild stand and fight ... or run like hell. 

‘Culpepper, take out that chopper with the RPG. Everyone 
e, back on the truck. Rivera, keep those troops’ heads 
wn.’’ He turned to climb over the tailgate. : 

‘‘We can handle them easily, Falcon,’’ Andrea said at his 
e. “‘There aren’t that many.’’ Battle lust glowed in her dark, 
10nd eyes. 

“We can outrun them in the truck. There’s bound to be more 
icopters sent. We’ll fight only when we have no other choice. 
cry, babe, but that’s the way it has to be. Now, get aboard.”’ 
At extreme maximum range, Culpepper’s shot with the 
'G-7 went low. It did sufficient damage though to prevent the 
-4 from being flyable. A few rattles of AK fire chased them 
wn the road, fading quickly. 


Andrea Thuy sat with her mouth compressed into a grim, 
d line. Anger wrinkles creased her smooth, high brow. She 
nted to fight. Needed to kill more of the enemy who haunted 
> memories and her sleep. Why didn’t Falcon understand? 
2 learned the wisdom of his decision when they had traversed 
ly three more kilometers. 
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Three troop carriers had landed and deployed a strong forc 
of infantry across their route. Snow saw them in the sam 
instant that Falcon did and turned the truck off Highway 9 ont 
a narrow lane that led to a rice paddy. When she understood th 
situation, Andrea, like a good second in command, began t 
issue orders to the team. 

‘‘When we stop, set up defensive positions along the dike fe 
that paddy ahead of us. Rivera, provide covering fire and b 
ready to break up any assault. We have to knock dow 
resistance and get on through, so we won't have much time 
Falcon will want to make them come to us, so we can catc 
them in the open. Then we'll break through. Be ready for th 
command to take to the truck.” 

- “7°l] need another couple of boxes of anaes Matado 
Rivera called from his position behind the machine gun. 

“Hand them to him, Sgt. McCorkel,’’ Andrea requested. : 

certain formality, born of differences, had always kept her fror 
using the colorful nicknames of the team members. Rather tha 
resent it, they seemed to warm to her and worked hard t 
please. While Malpractice passed the ammunition, the truc 
jolted to.a stop. 
" Without need of discussion, the three officers in command c 
the Black Eagles moved to their abbreviated fire teams. Falcor 
naturally, commanded the center, while Junior Wakely took th 
left flank and Andrea the right. Each team member had barel 
carved out a firing parapet along the top of the paddy dik 
when the first wave of NVA soldiers probed their position. Th 
crackle of AK fire swelled in volume and nearly drowned ov 
the whump of an 82mm mortar. The heavy round fluttere 
overhead ‘and landed well beyond them, near the far side of th 
rice field. The old papa-san working the ripe grain, who ha 
stood and gaped at the sudden arrival of the foreigners, now ra 
like hell to avoid the incoming rounds. 

Another mortar bomb, equally inaccurate, rippled the air. I 
blast ripped the legs off the North Vietnamese farmer. He la 
shrieking in the water of the paddy. Then a dozen infantryme 
charged the Black Eagles. 

Matador Rivera opened up first with the RPK. Two attackei 
fell and a second wave was launched. Well in range now, th 
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erior marksmanship of the Americans and their South 
tnamese allies began to take a devastating toll. While the 
‘A troops fell like trees before a runaway chain saw, Falcon 
lined his strategy to John Snow. 
‘We have to get south of Vinh quickly. The jungle takes up 
re once more. This daylight travel isn’t going to work. If I 
r it, make sure everyone knows what they’re up against. 
drea can easily handle the exfiltration. She’s a good officer, 
nington. She might get off a little too much on killing Reds, 
you can’t réally blame her. She'll steady down with the 
ght of the whole team on her.’’ 
‘What’s all this talk about buyin’ the farm, Falcon?”’ Snow 
arned. ‘‘Hell, you’re gonna outlive us all.” 
‘Don’t make book on it.’’ Falcon took snap aim at the lead 
n in the assault. force and squeezed off a round that split 
n the trooper’s skull like an over-ripe cantaloupe. ‘‘But . . 
borrow a phrase from Horny Jack, I don’t think today is my 
‘to die.”” 
\ll the while she directed the fire of the right flank, Andrea 
it a wary eye on two NVA soldiers who were skirting the edge 
the paddy to the west. A cold smile of satisfaction briefly 
ved her lips. Soundlessly, she slithered over the damp ground 
her right. Her heart thumped in an increasing timpani of 
ectation and her finger tightened on the trigger of the AK-47 
held. In five seconds she reached the position she wanted. 
suddenly the pair sprang over the lip of the dike. They faced 
. the easy pickings of shooting their enemy in the back, as 
y had anticipated, but rather the muzzle of an AK-47 in the 
ids of a lovely young woman. 
This much they saw before Andrea opened fire. An almost 
tic expression of pleasure lighted her face while she gunned 
wn the startled men. 
‘Diel’’? she screamed. ‘‘Die you bastards and sons of 
tards.”” , 
sits of cloth and flesh flew from the mangled bodies while she 
ptied the AK magazine into them. Her action, though 
yetuous and emotional, had not robbed her of reason. 
Juickly she gathered up their spare magazines and returned 
her fire team. Two more murderers of women and children 
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sent of to whatever hell was reserved for Marxists, she thoug 
with satisfaction. She also thanked /e bon Dieu for the privile 
of being the instrument of their demise. 


a 


“Aaah! Ow!’’ Jack Galchaser yelled when hot pain spear 
his leg. He rolled over and blasted to shreds the impetuous NV 
soldier who had climbed the left flank of the paddy and fired | 
the defenders. ‘‘Awh, goddamnit,’’ Horny Jack went on. ‘‘T 
same damned leg as before.”’ 

Malpractice McCorkel heard and instantly abandoned | 
firing position to tend to the wounded man. He cut away t 
pants leg and exposed a pair of bleeding holes. ‘‘You’re luck 

. Jack. Clean through again. Should heal with only little wh 
circles to show off to the girl-sans back in Saigon.”’ 

‘*Cut the comedian shit and patch me up, Mal.’ 

‘*Be nice now. Think of those people back in the real wor! 
all safe and sound, who don’t know the fun they’re missing 
He dusted the wounds, bound them with a field dressing a: 

- returned to his battle station. 
Yeah, think of them, his mind mocked him. He could ha 
been one of them. He thought about Larry Wilkins and Larr: 
circle of friends at the university. Larry’s pre-teen and youth! 
inclinations had followed him into the grown up world. He wi 
like the old saying goes, Mal sourly acknowledged, queer as 
three dollar bill. Bullets thudded solidly into the dirt berm 
front of him and transmitted their violence to his cheek, whi 
he had pressed against the ground. 
Yeah, Larry. and his faggoty buddies back in the-States. 
they could have got a look at that scene of Orgyville in Son; 
- pagoda, or be here right now, wonder what those revolutiona: 
minded, Marx-sprouting assholes would think about life und 
Communism? More incoming rounds pounded the dike ai 
wild yells came from the attacking troops. Malpractice loosen 
a grenade and pulled the pin. Well, fuck Larry. Fuck ’em a 
And their cats, dogs and canaries, too. 

Mal hurled the grenade and etened to the screams of thr 
dying men. 
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Sgt. Park Chun Ri.watched the last belt run out of the ammo. 
se on Rivera’s machine gun and rushed to the truck. He clam- 
red over the tailgate amidst a clanging splatter of slugs and re- 
eved another metal can of 7.62mm Soviet ammunition. He — 
id it open and hoisted up by the time Rivera had the receiver 
ren and ready. In the same instant, with Rivera’s hand just. 
ysed on the heavy container, one marksman, somewhat better 
an the average NVA soldier, found the proper range. 

Four bullets smacked into Park’s body, drove him against the 
ieboards of the ZIL-135 and splashed the contents of his ab- 
minal cavity onto the wooden slats and metal bows. He ut- 
red only a soft moan, his eyes rolled up and he fell on his 
ce, the metal flooring gouging bits of flesh from his lips and 
Se. 

‘“‘Damn!’’ Matador Rivera swore. ‘‘Oh, God damn them all.’ 
e charged his weapon and spun a fast, arching stream of hot 
pper and steel across the advancing line, then centered in on 
e hotshot with the good eye. A neat three round burst 
moved the dead shot’s head from his body. It flew one 
rection, while: twin fountains of blood geysered toward the 


y. 3 

All along the line, grenades burst and NVA Gooks made the 
timate sacrifice for Karl Marx. Marx didn’t seem to give a 
mn, because the entire attacking force died to the last man 
ider continuous fire from the Black Eagles. Time ran out and 
ence descended on the begrimed defenders. 

“Sound off!’’ Falcon bellowed. ‘‘I want to hear condition 
id ammo supply, too.’’ : 
When the last surviving Black Eagle reported in, Falcon 
ook his head in defeat. He called the team together. ‘“‘It’s a 
ame we lost Park. Worse, still, that these monkeys know our 
sition. We can no longer use the highway. We'll have to cut 
ross country to Thranh Hoa. There’s a fair sized rail yard 
ere. Maybe we can hop a freight or steal another truck and 
ke the coast road.’’ 

No one offered any alternate suggestions. Wearily, the Black - 
gles gathered their weapons and supplies. Junior Wakely and 
avier Olobong hoisted their burden of the decoder, and they 
idged off toward a distant line of trees that gave promise of 
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the returning jungle and some hope of concealment from th 
enemy. 

Confidentially, Falcon didn’t feel all that sure of thi 
success. 
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WENTY-THREE 


meral Song Van Nhu sat in the command car, rigid with 
ger and the beginnings of a gut-wrenching fear. These 
nericans were super-human! A MiG-19 shot out of the sky? 
total of four helicopters destroyed, including a gunship? Two 
ttoons of infantry decimated to a few moaning, bleeding 
vunded? By every account, thirteen men had accomplished all 
s. Impossible. It could not be. At least this time they had left 
dead man behind. Song climbed stiffly down and stalked to 
2 side of the abandoned truck near the rice paddy. 
The corpse had been stripped of all identification. An Asian, 
dugh. From the broad, flat face he would estimate Okinawan 
Korean. Traces of fresh blood on the inside slope of the 
ddy suggested that several more had been wounded. Twelve 
them now, some with injuries. He could take some 
nsolation from that. An aide approached, hesitantly, eyes 
erted. 
‘‘Here is the report on the damage at your headquarters, 
ymrade General.”* 
Song took it without a word and read rapidly. His face 
anched, first from fury, then from growing fear. The entire 
iff and security force wiped out, except for twenty men out 
. patrol. All buildings destroyed, bombed and burned to 
bble. The district garrison commander and two companies of 
fantry wiped out to the last man. He had overused the word 
possible, yet nothing else seemed to fit. 
“I find this ... hard to believe,’’ the general told his aide. 
“I am afraid it is correct, Comrade General. Ah, may I ask, 
ey sa 
‘Yes? What?” 
“If ... if only thirteen Americans can do‘ all this... .’” his 
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gesture took in the report in Song’s-hands and the wide swa 
of swelling, already rotting corpses. ‘“What would happen 
they invaded our country in strength?”’ 

“That is defeatist dialogue, reactionary thinking, Comra 
Captain. Don’t ever let anyone else hear you speaking so.”’ 

The captain stiffened into a position of attention. ‘“‘Oh, n 
sir. Definitely not, sir. It was only meant by means 
speculation, Comrade General,”’ 

“Such speculation is better left unpursued. See that men 2 
sent out in every direction. We must learn which way t 
Americans went. Then, when we find them, we will kill the 
all. But slowly ... very ... slowly.” 


Eleven dark figures crouched in the tall weeds around a ro: 
_ culvert across from the main gate of the small, sleepy railro: 
yard in Thran Hoa. The Dong Lao Xahoi Chunshia Coha. 
Durougwei —the Workers’ Socialist Emulation Railway—h: 
larger facilities in the big rail centers at Vinh, Hanoi and Hi 
phong. Here it consisted of a two-track main line, that revert: 
to single at each-end of town, with four sidings, one ending in 
sheetmetal-sided engine house. At the time, a locomotiv 
twelve cars and a caboose sat on the third set of tracks, t 
coal-burning steamer aimed southward. No crew appeared to 
around it. Only an old man sat in the guard box at the entran 
to the yard. Good, Falcon thought. If need be we have a w. 
south. Dinky Dow slid quietly in beside him. 

“There is not an unattended truck in town,”’ the Vieame 
scout reported. ‘‘Stealing one would create a lot of unwant: 
attention.’’ 

So would stealing a train, Falcon considered. But, then, wi 
the crew gone, it might just work out. ‘‘Okay. We’re going 
style,” he decided aloud. ‘‘We take the train.”" 

“‘You mean, steal it?’? Dinky Dow fired back, incredulou: 

‘‘Eventually. The first thing is to get on board. The crew 
nowhere in sight. Probably chowing down before a long ru 
We will slip into the cars, wait until it’s rolling outside tow 
then take it.” 

Dinky Dow grinned broadly. ‘‘And they call me ‘crazy.’ Ye 
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iptain, I think that will work. No one will know until we have 
tived near the pick-up point. A risky solution, but 
zenious.’’ 

“One problem,’’ Falcon went on in a stage whisper, the 
tire team listening now. ‘‘We have no idea how far that train 
supposed to go. If it’s to -be sided at Vinh and we roll on 
rough, all hell is going to come down on us.” 

“It’s a gamble,’’ Junior Wakely allowed. ‘‘Can we wait on 
king it until we are sure it isn’t going to stop in Vinh?” 
*‘No. Because if it does, we’re trapped there. I need someone 
take out that watchman in the sentry box.”’ 

“T'll do it,’? Horny Jack and Culpepper volunteered together. 
“No. You can’t walk very quietly with that game leg, Jack. 
ad you stick out a bit too much in the middle of North 
etnam, Sam. What we need is someone who can walk right 
1 to him and not be suspect.’’ 

“T'll go,’? Dinky Dow offered. 

‘“‘No again. I need you to scout out that train crew.’ 
“‘Why didn’t you simply ask me?’’ Andrea inquired in an 
nused tone. 

“I was waiting for you to volunteer.” 

“I didn’t want to appear too, ah, anxious.” 

“You'll do, my dear. Admirably.’’ 

“Thank you, kind sir.’’ 

Ten minutes later a shapely young woman, wearing baggy, 
ort-legged fatigue trousers and a black, peasant’s pajama suit 
p, rolled and tied to expose a wide expanse of bare midriff, 
untered up to the main entrance of the rail yards. 
“Reunification, Comrade Watchman,”’ she greeted. 

The elderly guard blinked, adjusted his cap and rose from the 
mfortable chair in which he spent most of the hours of his 
ift. ‘“‘Reunification, Comrade. What may I, ah, do for you?” 
is eyes never left the exposed, flat, muscular belly or the tiny 
mpled knot of her navel. 

“I am looking for a crewman. He is supposed to be in on the 
iin from Hanoi.’ She walked closer and one hand slid into 
@ musette bag she wore slung over her shoulder by the ne 
b strap. 

‘“Hummm. That run is not due in for another hour and. a 
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half. You will have to come back then.” 

“Oh. I must have made a mistake in what he told me.” S| 
had come right up close now and the gray-haired watchm: 
could smell the womanly scent that emanated from her. 

“*y-yes. That is ... is so. Do you have some... a 
somewhere to wait?’’ His tone clearly implied that he cou 
easily make his sentry box available under the right circur 
stances. Andrea Thuy gave him a winning smile for reward. 

Then she drew her. small .380 Beretta pistol with its stubl 
suppressor from her bag and shot him twice in the heart. 4 
expression of surprised disappointment crossed the old man 
face and he carried it with him into death. Quickly Andr 
opened the gate and entered, dragging the corpse into the guai 
box. She stood upright and signaled with a wave of her arm 

The Black Eagles crossed the road by means of the culve 
and dashed the twenty meters to safety inside the railroad yar 
With only a short pause to check if they had been observed | 
if the train crew had wandered into sight, they tushed across tl 
tracks to the waiting train. 

It took little effort to open two boxcars and slip insi 
unnoticed. Everyone eased themselves back against the inn 
walls and relaxed. Dinky Dow showed up a few seconds late 

**The crew is finishing a meal in the small cafe at the far e1 
of the block. hey should be back here in fifteen minutes | 
so. id) 

“Good,”” Falcon responded to the report. ‘‘Take the watc 
man’s place at the gate. Think up something to tell them. TI 
old man got sick or you are relieving him to go eat. Anythin 
Once they get on board, get back on yourself.”’ 

“That will be easy.’ Dow hurried to the main gate. 

Twenty minutes later, voices could be heard, chatteris 
amiably away in Vietnamese while five men approached tl 
train. They stopped some ten paces from the boxcar in whit 
Falcon and half of the Black Eagles waited. After a few partis 
words, a joke about the whore who refused to be reassigned | 
public service work according to the dictates of the People 
Labor Allocation Board—it seemed that she felt she w 
servicing enough of the public in her present occupation—th: 
parted. The conductor and two brakemen walked to the re. 
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d the engineer and fireman to the front. 
Three minutes passed, then the team heard the rumble of esa 
ing fed into the hungry mouth of the fire box. Protesting 
imbles sounded from the boiler and the relief valve spat a 
eam of sloppy steam. The temperature rose and the hiss- 
yan-clank din increased in volume. The air brakes wheezed 
f and the engineer eased forward on the throttle. 
A vast white cloud escaped around the main rod from the 
linders on both sides. The rods elongated, actuating the 
nnecting rods and setting the drive wheels into motion. Sand 
surrated down from the domed sand box and dusted the rails 
that the huge, polished steel circles could find purchase. 
ith a creak and groan of protest, they did, then lost it in a 
thering, screeching wild spinning. The cars jolted, telescoped 
on each other, amid a-clashing of couplers. 
With slow tenacity, the entire process repeated. This:time the 
ivers spun, crunched more sand and took hold with a savage 
lt. The interlinked space elongated amid a bedlam of 
rieking, banging metal and the train gained momentum. 
In the cab, the engineer put on more throttle and the fireman 
creased the speed of the auger conveyor that carried fuel to 
2 red-orange maw of the fire box. The heavily loaded boxcars 
ished and clanged into their proper extension and headway 
sreased slowly. The four-wheel trucks click-clacked over the 
h plates with increasing speed and at last settled into a steady 
ttling rhythm. A clanging bell began to signal the approach of 
grade crossing and the candy-stripe crossarm of the barrier 
ung into place, while red lights blinked from the large black 
fgets affixed to the post on a sturdy pipe bracket. The 
miliar doppler pitch change occurred as the train racketed by 
d Culpepper remarked to the others. : 
“Just like back home. Everything about a train has a 
nesome sound. But it gets in everyeedy: s blood. Any of you 
at don't like trains?” 
He got no takers. ' 
“‘Hell,’’ Rivera rasped. “‘If it can get us out of this shit, I can 
wn to Jove trains.” 
‘*Yeah,”’ O’Quinn added. “we re. gonna seem pretty weird in 
e future when we start jacking off every time we hear that 


299 


whistle blow.”’ 

“You're a class act, O’Quinn,” Falcon said dryly. ‘‘Oke 
We give it another five minutes, then we take this train aw 
from the crew.’’ 


Lieu Van Hoa had a lot in common with Calvin Culpepp: 
Since his earliest childhood memories, he had always lov 
trains. He considered himself most fortunate indeed to ha 
been allowed to pursue an occupation that let him continue | 
life-long romance with the great snorting dragons that inhabit 
the rails across his country. 

That -his employment had allowed him to advance to ¢ 
exalted position of conductor had, at first, seemed beyond | 
wildest expectations. At the age of only twenty-six he was t 
highest authority, next to the engineer, on any crew with whi 
he- worked. That, he believed, was accomplishing somethi 
important in life. Nothing, he believed, could ever happen 
interrupt the peaceful and happy flow of his life. Nothing, th 
is, until he looked up from his log book to see who had been | 
rude and disrespectful of company property as to have kick 
open the door to the caboose. ; 

He found himself staring into the muzzle of an unfamili 
foreign-made weapon. Behind it stood the largest man Liew hi 
ever seen, A white man. Suddenly he remembered the warnii 
notice given to each crew conductor by the defense ministr 
There were supposed to be American invaders loose somewhe 
inside the Democratic Republic. Their supposition had be 

_absolutely correct, Lieu Van Hoa could tell them. He started 
speak an instant before a bright flame flower blossomed at t! 
muzzle of the pistol and his head exploded like an egg. 

His two brakemen made strangled, gagging sounds and tri 
to get out of the way. One of them found himself lifted off t 
feet by an invisible hammer that smashed into his chest, to sex 
rending pains radiating throughout his body. He raised bh 
hands to ward off further injury, only to see the back of o: 
erupt into a ragged-edged fountain that gouted blood. Then | 
saw no more as the slug that pierced his palm entered his le 
eyesocket and detached a large portion of the back of his sku 
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“No! Oh, please. no!?’ the other brakeman wailed an instant 
fore Matador Rivera shot him with an M-16. He kicked 
Idly with both feet, his body flung backward across a bunk, 
tge crimson stains ruining the covering. 

Beside Rivera, Falcon holstered his .45, ‘‘All right. We’ve got 
e back, Now let’s go forward and secure the engine.”’ 


When he let himself think about his situation, Marcel DuPres 
id to admit he had no love for the Communists. He didn’t 
spect them and he really didn’t like their system. Their pru- 
shness and paranoia were revolting to his Parisian. nature. 
2t, he was a first class locomotive engineer and they needed 
m, They also paid him well. Although defeated and 
imiliated when they left, the French were a practical people. 
he government in Paris had maintained friendly relations with 
anoi. As a result, in the years since Dien Bien Phu, many 
‘ench technicians had-returned to Vietnam. Among them had 
me Marcel DuPres. ; 

When he found himself virtually a prisoner, free to move 
rout only so long as he pleased those in political power, he 
‘cepted his station with typical Gallic resignation: He loved 
ains and gradually began to mold his entire existence around 
em. Over the years he had become totally fluent in the lan- 
tage and, by special dispensation, been permitted to marry a 
tizen of the Democratic Republic. A Eurasian, Margot. 
guygen DuPres had presented him with three children; boys 
ven and six and a daughter three years old. The thought of 
cape from his compulsory servitude never occurred to Marcel. 
At first it had, but gradually he came to accept the idea -as 
ipossible. Only on the long runs, like this one from Hanoi to 
hranh Hoa and Vinh and on to the end of the line at the 
MZ, then back the next day, did he ever contemplate what life 
ight be like in Europe, of what he might be missing in Paris. 
glance out the side window of the cab brought him back to 
s business. The light placard displayed a double yellow, 
proceed with caution,” signal that indicated an approaching 
ade crossing. 

Marcel raised his hand to the wooden knob on the cord 
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attached to the steam whistle valve. He yanked out two long, 
short and another long blast to warn of the approach of h 
train and smiled with amusement at a flock of birds it startle 
from a tree near the track. Although thoroughly familiar wit 
every nuance of the noisy workings of his snorting stee 
Marcel’s duties occupied his mind and he did not hear the thri 
alien pops that sounded from behind him. 

He did see his fireman pitch suddenly forward onto the ste 
plates of the cab floor, his head so close to the open fire bc 
that his hair began to smoke and shrivel. Blood seeped fro. 
small wounds in the’ fireman’s back. Wonderingly, Marc 
turned to see the cause of this unusual occurrence. 

Two tall, pale-skinned men, Europeans Marcel guessed, stoo 
atop the heaped coal, swaying with the rocking motion of th 

‘train. Each held a wicked looking firearm, aimed directly : 
_ him. Marcel sensibly raised both hands slowly and spoke i 
easy, measured French. 

“Please do not shoot me, M’siew. I will gladly do whateve 
you wish, only do not hurt my precious beauty here... ¢ 
me.”” Marcel turned his palms upward and ended with a 
eloquent Gallic shrug. 

Robert Falconi climbed down into the cab. ‘‘Are yo 
supposed to stop at Vinh?’’ he asked in the same language. 

“Oui. That is where we unload most of the cars before goin 
on to the demilitarized zone, then returning to Hanoi.”’ 

“This time you are going to stay on the main line. I want 
full head of steam and open throttle.” - 

“But .. . there will be trouble. The authorities . . .”’ 

“‘Will be angry. I expect so,’’ Falcon completed. ‘‘That is n 
concern of yours now. We have taken over your train. Do as w 
say and you will come to no harm.” He gestured toward Liar 
O’Quinn. “This man will take over as fireman.’’ 

“Eh! C’est bon. He looks strong enough.” 

“O’Quinn, get this garbage out of here and start stoking th 
fire.’ Falcon’s nod indicated the dead fireman. 

O’Quinn set his M-14 aside and dragged the fireman to th 
open access door. With a powerful heave, he flipped the corps 
off the train. The engineer, Falcon observed, seemed to accer 
this without any show of emotion. 
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Friend of yours?’’ the Black Eagles leader ipauired in an 
and manner. 
larcel shrugged. “Not really. He was the political cdi for 
crew. Always filled with passionate examples of proper 
xist living.’’ Again Marcel made a gesture of supreme indif-, 
nee and changed the subject. ‘‘Where would it be that you 
lemen are going?” 
As far south as you can take us.’ 
Ah, naturally. You are the American raiding party that the 
istry of defense sent flyers on. An ingenious method of 
pe, M’sieu. You are the leader?” . 
alcon nodded. ‘‘How did you manage to be working for the ~ 
\oi railroad?”’ 
A long story. I was sent as a technician to teach locomotive 
incering to Vietnamese. The government here decided to 
p me.’ 
In that case,” Falcon began, weighing his words carefully. 
hat would you say to going out with us?” 
. beatific expression spread across Marcel’s face and he — 
duced the winsome smile of a child with a new cuddly toy. 
though the idea only now occurred to me, I think it is a 
velous solution to the problem of what I would say to my 
eriors after surviving the seizure of my train.” 
Then you are with us?” : 
‘Naturellement, M’sieu! Vive l’Amerique! Vive la France!’’ 
ried away with his sudden burst of renewed patriotism, 
rcel hit the steam whistle four long, shrill blasts. - 
Good,” Falcon continued after the engineer had calmed a 
“Then we won’t have to shoot you and throw you off the 
n. And O’Quinn here won’t have to keep his gun in hand.”’ 
farcel gave Falcon a saucer-eyed, patently frightened look. 
swallowed with some difficulty and put his hand back on 
throttle. 


What i is this about a runaway train?’’ Gen. Song demanded 
m he looked up from the brief dispatch his radio operator 
ded him. 
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“It happened only ten minutes ago, Comrade General,’ 
aide explained. ‘“‘The regular run from Hanoi to Vinh did 1 
stop in Vinh. It sped on through the city at full speed.”’ 

“The Americans! They are trying to get to the South.” 

He grabbed up a military map of the area and studied 
closely. ‘‘Ah! Here. See where the track curves around this | 
and descends through some... ummm... . six hundred met: 
and immediately goes onto this narrow wooden trestle bridg 
That’s where we can get them. We will simply board the tri 
when it slows and kill the Americans. Contact the railroad ye 
at Dong Hoi and tell them to put a locomotive on the trac 
headed north. One way or another we will stop them. Get t 
~ troops mobilized, Captain. I want to be at this point fil 
kilometers above Dong Hoi at least half an hour before tt 
train can make it.” 


With a screech of sand between steel rails and wheels and 
furious hissing of steam escaping the cylinder packing glan 
and relief valves, the powerful class J-1, 4-8-4. Northern loc 
motive began to slow its descent of the steep, winding grade | 
the east face of the Chaine mountains, some fifty kilomet 
from Dong Hoi. The nineteen foot, three inch wheelbase of t 
eight drivers produced friction enough to aid the car brak 
with 174,000 pounds of brake power. Directly ahead lay 
‘narrow wooden trestle. 

The train moved at little more than five miles an hour wh 
the pilot truck rolled onto the bridge. Suddenly pale flickers 
flame winked among the trees and tall grass to either side of t 
track. Immediately small men in gray-green uniforms of t 
NVA began to rush forward and swing onto the cars. 

*“We're being shot at,’” Marcel DuPres gulped. 

“We're being boarded,’ O’Quinn amended. ‘‘Can't we pi 
up speed now?”’ 

“No. This is a treacherous bridge. Too fast and it w 
collapse under us.”’ ; 

O’Quinn fumed at the slow pace of the automatic stoker th 
fed a trickle of coal into the fire box. He had been relieved 
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irst to discover Marcel’s remarks concerning his strength had 
een in jest. Manual stoking of locomotives had ceased long 
go. Now, he wasn’t so sure it might not be better if he did 
ave to heave coal in a shovel. At least it would occupy his 
ime. Instead, he lifted his M-14 to his shoulder and took aim at 
soldier running toward the grab-iron and steps that led to the 
ab. 

Two slugs from the M-14 drove the trooper back as though 
e had come to the end of a leash. He tottered for a while, then 
ell to one side. O’Quinn grunted in satisfaction. A bullet 
panged off the rounded corner of the coal car and whirred 
ver his head. He heard a loud groan and turned to see the 
ngineer slumped over his controls. 

The nearly expended slug had cut a crease along the back of 
Aarcel’s skull and blood ran profusely down his neck and onto 
ds shoulders. O’Quinn stepped over to him and discovered that 
i¢ had fallen into unconsciousness. 

“Mother of God, that means I’ve got to run this thing!’ 
)’Quinn exclaimed aloud. Behind him he could faintly hear a 
teady crackle of gunfire from where the Black Eagles tried to 
lefend the train from boarders. ; 

Inexperienced with railroad rolling stock, the soldiers 
wung onto the inviting steps and climbed to the tops of 
he cars. Five of them were suddenly swept away by an RPD 
ight machine gun that Matador. Rivera had brought along. He 
ired it with deadly methodical precision from the cupola 
vindow of the caboose. More NVA troops gained purchase on 
he slow-moving train which caused Rivera and Remington 
now to abandon their position and engage the enemy first 
and. 

The moment they left the caboose and swung up the ladders 
o the top of the tail car, General Song and four men raced out 
to the coarse gravel ballast and rapidly closed with the small 
toop-like observation platform at the rear of the train. The 
eneral and three of the soldiers with him made it in time. Then 
he sound of the wheels changed drastically when the last car 
olled out onto the bridge. Song entered the crew work space 
nd turned to his radio man. 
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“Contact Dong Hoi and make certain a locomotive and 
tender have been put on the main line, headed this way. Then 
I want a link through Vinh to Hanoi..We need jets here to 
knock this train off the tracks in the event the dolts in Dong 
-Hoi fail to get a locomotive going in time. Tell them all, no 
matter the cost, the Americans have to be stopped.’’ Song 
gestured toward the dead traincrewmen. ‘‘And have this filth 
dumped off.” 

“Above and ahead, the Black Eagles played a deadly game of 
peek-a-boo with the North Vietnamese Army. 

Junior Wakely, who guarded the precious decoder in one 
boxcar, spotted movement at the door first. He motioned his 
companion, Bugs Olobong, to silence and waited while the 
heavily braced partition rolled to one side. A long moment 
passed while daylight streamed into the dark interior. Then a 
head appeared in the opening. 

- Wakely brought up his M-16 and blasted the NVA trooper in 
the face. The man’s helmet flew away into the sun-drenched 
afternoon and shards of his demolished skull made a black and 
crimson shower in the air. A headless body tumbled after the 
. departed objects a second later. 

In the car ahead, big Jack Galchaser moved about unsteadily 
on his wounded leg, wincing in pain at each lurch and sway of 
the train. He fought his way to the closed door and firmly 
grasped the latch handle and gave it a twist. When he heard 
scrabbling efforts outside, he jerked the rolling panel backward. 
A surprised, upside down Vietnamese soldier faced him only 
inches away. Horny Jack punched him hard in the center of the 
forehead. The trooper’s eyes crossed, then rolled up as he lost 
his grip and fell past the door. Unconscious before he was 
sucked under the car, he didn’t feel it when the rear truck 
severed both his legs. 

Two NVA non-comss ‘struggled to uncouple the rolling stock 
immediately behind the coal car. Their inexperience caused 
them to make several mistakes'and a great deal of noise. With 
heads down, struggling to release the lynch-pin, they did not see 
Culpepper towering over them, astride the water bunker at the 
rear of the tender. 
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The big black man waited until the pair raised up once 
ore in defeat, then he shot them, each with a single, well- 
aced bullet. One fell, screaming, under the lead trucks of the 
st car, a tanker. The other slumped down onto the coupler, 
ling it in a sinuous motion that simulated life, until the 
agging toes of his boots pulled him off to disappear from 
tht. Culpepper grinned and set about locating more of the 
emy. 
Three NVA gooks had Falcon trapped behind the safety 
me of a second tank car. The heavy odor of diesel fuel rose 
dm the contents, its fumes threatening to disrupt Falcon’s sta- 
lity and cause him to fall to his death over the side of the 
»stle. One of his antagonists raised his head briefly and Falcon 
itled a knife at him. The heavy-handled blade missed and its 
tended victim ducked down. : 
A long moment. passed. Another North Vietnamese took a 
'm grasp on the handrail around the loading tower and began 
advance in a flanking movement. Inch by inch he slid his 
,ot soles along the narrow catwalk until he reached the three 
larters point. He paused then and looked up... into the 
uzzle of Falcon’s 1911-Al Colt .45. . 
The blast singed the soldier’s eyebrows and put a third eye 
to place between them. He fell away without a sound. 
A sudden rattle of slugs off the curved surface of the tank car 
nounced the arrival of Calvin Culpepper. He sprayed one 
een-clad soldier with 5.56mm punishment and watched while 
» screamed his way to the bottom of the narrow gorge over 
hich the train ran. He hit in the water of a wide creek, only to 
scover it hadn’t sufficient depth to do any good. The final 
Idier tried to escape by running for the rear of the fuel 
ntainer. : 
Falcon rose and.coolly blew him away with a .45 slug through 
e chest. The sound of heavy fire near the rear of the train sent 
m and Culpepper hurrying in that direction. 
A cluster of NVA troops had taken over one car and 
omised more trouble for the Black Eagles. Bullets whipped 
st Falcon’s head and he went flat on the’ top of the car 
arest to the aggressive NVA soldiers. He looked about for 
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some way to put an end to them, while they poured a heav 
volume of fire out through the doorway and two ventilata 
hatches. ; 

Wood splintered an inch from his face and Falcon watched i 
fascination while the muzzle of an AK-47 centered directly o1 
his nose. 
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TWENTY-FOUR 


alvin Culpepper should have been pitching for the Yankees. 
‘ith deft precision he lobbed a grenade into the open hatch. It 
used the NVA soldier to duck instinctively and miss his shot 
Falcon. Four seconds later. all of the hatch lids flew open 
hen the: grenade detonated. 

Amid the screams of wounded inside the strong point car, 
alcon and Culpepper rushed to the nearest openings and fired 
ywn into the mass of stunned and wounded men. Relentlessly 
ey shot one after another until their magazines went dry. 
thile they changed, they moved to the other end of the car and 
peated the process. : 
“Thanks, I owe you one.” 

“Think nothin’ of it, Cap’n. My pleasure.’’ 

Without spoken agreement, they moved on toward the rear 
f the train, where Manuel Rivera hunkered down near another — 
pen and threatening hatchway. : 
Forward, in the cab, Marcel DuPres groaned and moved 
ebly. When he opened his eyes and found his vision to be 
urred, he strained to focus and saw double. He raised a 
rangely weak hand in an attempt to touch the controls and 
urnt the skin‘on an injector steam pipe. 

‘Mon ami,’’ he called to O’Quinn. ‘‘You must be my hands 
id eyes. ” 

*“What?”” Unable to understand the softly spoken French, 
*Quinn had no idea of what Marcel wanted. 

Marcel tried again in Vietnamese. O’Quinn had only a partial 
nderstanding of the musical Oriental tongue, though it proved 
ough to get the gist of Marcel’s explanation. 

“‘Okay. What do I do?’’ 

By pantomime, Marcel explained that the two water intake 
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valves for the injectors should be opened by turning to tk 
right. The regulator that controlled the steam flow to tt 
cylinders should also be opened and the steam valves for tt 
injectors adjusted until the needle on the pressure gauge reache 
eighty on the dial. 

Under O’Quinn’s inexpert handling, the entire train jerke 
violently and the big driver wheels spun with wild abando: 
Marcel clutched at his hand. 

“Sand. Add sand,”” he shouted i in French, then indicated th 
sanding-gear. 

O’Quinn activated the control and streams of silica crysta 
poured onto the track. Slowly the drivers gained traction an 
the rolling stock elongated into a smooth forward motion. 4 
Marcel’s direction, the Marine sergeant increased the flow c 
coal into the fire box and eased forward on the throttle. 

Free of the trestle now, the locomotive belched smoke an 
steam and strained to pull its burden to higher speed. Marci 
breathed a sigh of relief and blinked his eyes in an attempt t 

_ clear his vision. O’Quinn turned from his stint as an engineer i 
time to see an NVA soldier standing atop the coal car. He dov 
for the floor plates, his right arm arrowing out to the M-14 h 
had left leaning in the corner of the cab. 

Three. rounds -from the trooper’s AK-47 screamed off ste 
over the fire box and the gook swung the muzzle downward a 
instant before O’Quinn rolled to his right and came up with th 
M-14. The Vietnamese had time to register surprise on his fac 
before O’Quinn pumped two 7.62 mm bullets into his stomact 
The soldier flopped onto the coal and his death throes force 
the body over the side in a shower of black dust. 

“*Close,’? O’Quinn observed as he came to his feet. 

Back on the car next to where Junior Wakely guarded th 
decoder, Falcon squatted beside Manuel Rivera. ‘‘What’s th 
story?’’ he inquired. 

“‘There’s three of those pendejos in there. They’ve bee 

- shooting at me through the top of the car. I can’t stick my hea 
in there without getting it shot off and I’ve run out o 
grenades.” 

“I haven’t,’’ Culpepper offered as he slid into place besid 
the other two. 
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Rivera gave him a wicked grin. “‘Then get it on, man.” 
Culpepper pulled the pin of a captured Russian fragger, 
pped the spoon and counted, one-two, before he dropped it 
rough the hatch. A startled yell came from inside, followed by . 
loud explosion . . . and an ominous silence. . 
Suddenly splinters of wood erupted along the length of the 
r and destabilized bullets moaned through the air around their 
ads. Falcon quickly spotted the flickers of muzzle blast from 
e window of the cupola. 
“Back there!’? he shouted to his companions. 
All three men lay flat on the car and poured heavy fire into 
e small dormer. Inside it, two human figures bounced and 
ammed about, suspended by the nearly constant impact of 
ipper and lead. When the last piece of glass fell from the 
indows and the corpses slid down out of sight, the three Black 
agles came to their feet and rushed toward the caboose. 
Above them the sky ripped apart with the roar of Tumanskii 
9BF turbines. Three MiG-19s flashed over the train, made 
ide turns and started back, their nine NR-30 cannon flickering 
. they disgorged wicked projectiles that struck the ground, 
nged upward and riddled the sides of the cars and sought the 
sung Americans atop the next to last boxcar. 


“Those idiots!’ General Song shouted. “They could kill us 
l. They were supposed to wait for my order to fire.’? He 
ouched low in the caboose, while ragged lines of 30mm slugs 
zved the wall above his head. 

**T have the flight leader on the radio, Comrade General,’’ his 
dio operator announced. The two of them were alone with the 
wrpses of the riflemen who had fired from the cupola. Song 
ok the microphone offered by the corporal who huddled 
ross the narrow aisle. 

“This is General Song. Cease firing. I repeat, cease firing. I 
n aboard the train you are shooting at. Over.” 

“Sorry, General. Our mistake. Do you wish us to orbit the 
rget for future employment? Over.’? The Vietnamese words 
id a Russian accent. 

“Yes. And do not fire until I give the word. Song out.’ 
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With a loud crash, the door at the back of the caboo 
slammed open. The glass center pane shattered and tinkled 
the floor. Two lJarge, dark figures stood in the opening. Ea 
held a weapon in their competent hands. Song’s radio operat 
emitted a shrill bleat of fright and tried to leap backward. | 
stantly, the shorter of the two Americans ripped the corpora’ 
chest to red-smeared shreds with a burst from his M-16. Besii 
Rivera, Falcon’s face grew cloaked with astonishment when | 
gazed at the uniformed officer before him. 

**General Song .Van Nhu, I presume,’’ Falcon remark: 
steadily. 

Song stood with his Makarov pistol held loosely in his rig 
hand. A stand-off. He recognized this and made no effort 
move quickly like his unfortunate radio man. For a brief flas 
a sardonic smile twisted his lips. 

“That is correct. You are the leader of this . . . this rabble’ 
Song’s English was heavily accented. 

“Tt am. Captain Robert Falconi, U.S. Army.”’ 

*“You must have brought a company with you. What rou 
are the others taking?” 

“There are no others. We started with thirteen. There a 
twelve now.’”* 

“Pm sorry, but I can't believe that. ia 

**You’d better.” 

*“Can I waste this bastard?”’ Rivera asked. ‘‘Or do you wa 
the honor, ‘sir?”’ 
~ ‘You can have him, Matador,’ Falcon replied. ‘‘Unle 
somebody can give me a reason why the general is of any vali 
to us alive.’’ 

‘Don’t be absurd,’’ ee grunted. He placed his pistol « 
the floor. ‘‘Is that better? I surrender.’ 

“*Kick it over here,’ Falcon instructed. 

Song obeyed and sent the Makarov sliding across the floor 
the two Americans. 

**Now, tell us, why we shouldn’t blow you to hell?’’ Falcc 
demanded. 

*‘Hey, Commies are atheists,’’ Rivera mused. ‘“‘They dor 
believe in God, so they probably don’t think there’s a ht 
either. Guess they figure Kar] Marx will meet them in the Her 
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r and reward good party members by appointing them to a 
mittee for spiritual rice farming.” 
And the ghost of Stalin gives them the Order of Lenin,”’ 
‘oni added, fatigue and the exhilaration of winning the final 
op card making him a bit giddy. ‘‘Maybe a couple other 
es from a box of Crackerjacks if they’ve been real good 
Ss. 9? 
Your American humor escapes me, particularly at .a time 
this,’? Song muttered. 
It’s part of free will,’’ Falcon explained. “You guys don't 
2 much use for that.” | ; 
To the point, then,”’ the general declared. ‘‘I can be your 
sport out of the country.” 
We have a private train, man,’’ Rivera said as he knelt to. 
: up Song’s -pistol. ‘“We don’t need passports.’’ 
You'll never get out of North Vietnam without my help, " 
g replied. ‘‘Let’s talk a deal, yes?” 
Deal?”’ Falconi sneered. ‘‘Fuck yourself, General.’’ 
uddenly two solid objects connected with an ugly sound. 
2ra groaned and went slack in the knees. Falcon turned and 
the Mexican-American collapse to the floor. An NVA 
lier, maimed and bloodied, stood over Rivera with a 
igled AK-47 in his fist. The severely bent barrel explained — 
rhe’d only used the gun as a club. 
he soldier had survived a close encounter with an exploding 
iade in another car. His right arm had been crudely ampu- 
d at the elbow. Most of the man’s face had been reduced to 
let pulp and his lower jaw no longer existed. The walking 
yse raised his rifle, prepared to strike Rivera again. Falconi 
aped a .45 round into the nightmare’s heart. 
istantly, Falcon turned to face Song. Too late. 
he general had already launched himself at the American. 
1-talon fingers grabbed Falcon’s wrist and twisted hard to 
nch the .45 from his grasp. Song caught Falcon’s elbow in 
hand for leverage while he hurled the captain into a wall. 
he Black Eagle leader immediately lashed a back kick at his 
onent and slammed Song in the gut with a boot heel. The 
namese gasped and Falconi whirled, swinging a shuto chop 
he general’s temple. 
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Song blocked the stroke with a forearm and quickly dro: 
fist under Falcon’s ribs. The captain felt shards of pain : 
through his torso. Then Song butted his forehead into the p 
of Falcon’s jaw. 

The general’s Xiai shout resembled.a victory cry. He adrc 
executed a swinging-leg throw and kicked Falcon’s feet from 
floor. The American landed on his back and instantly bra 
himself with shoulders and neck while he thrust out his legs 
powerful twin kick which smashed Song in the abdomen. 

Song doubled up with a startled groan. Falcon quic 
slashed a boot into the general’s face. The kick sent S 
staggering backward, blood streaming from his crushed m 
Falconi scrambled upright and assumed a 7-dachi figh' 
stance. 

With a bestial roar, Song swung a kick at the Americ: 
groin. The edge of Falconi’s foot struck Song’s shin before 
could complete the kick. Falcon’s other leg flicked out : 
buried a boot between Song’s legs. The general wheezed like 
over-burdened old horse. 

Falcon gave him no mercy. The captain’s hands chopped i 
Song’s arms.to lower the other man’s defenses. Falcon sw 
the front of his left elbow across the general’s face and whip: 
a backfist into Song’s mauth. 

A roundhouse seiken punch missed Song’s skull when 
general ducked from the path of Falcon’s fist. Song’s endura 
was remarkable. He lunged a head-butt to Falcon’s sterm 
The blow knocked the American off balance and gave Song 
opportunity for another attack. 

The general’s arm swept a heel of the palm stroke to ‘the s s 
of Falcon’s head. Painfully bright lights exploded inside 
American’s skull. He stumbled into a wall. His hand slap; 
against the glass pane of a window. — 

‘‘Ali-yeel’’ Song screamed, slashing a “‘tiger tlaw’’ 
Faiconi’s face. 

The attack would have ripped the captain’s eyes from tl 
‘sockets if Falcon hadn’t blocked it in time. Song’s arc! 
fingers struck the American’s forearm, tearing cloth from 
sleeve. The sting of broken skin told Falconi flesh had b 
torn as well. He ignored the slight pain and drove a ram’s h 
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to Song’s upper lip. 

he seiken punch cracked the philtrim bone in Song’s jaw. 
shook his head and spat. Blood and two loose teeth spewed 
n his shredded mouth. Falconi launched a side-kick at 
g’s kneecap. The general jerked his leg aside. 

alcon had expected this and quickly raised his leg and 
rered a high kick to Song’s face. -The Vietnamese staggered 
swayed like a drunkard, further hazarded by the lurching 
y of the car. Blood foamed from his butchered lips while he 
le a desperate blind lunge at his opponent with both hands 
ied in twin tiger claws. 

he American captain side-stepped the attack and rammed a 
2 into Song’s belly, followed by a shuto chop to the kidney. 

g fell head-first into the window. The top of his skull 
ttered the glass pane and his head disappeared outside. 

‘Haii-yaa!’’ Falcon cried. 

le raised an.arm and dove forward. Falcon’s elbow crashed 

ween Song’s shoulder blades. The general’s body stiffened a 

ment and then convulsed in a wild seizure of death. Song 

nped to the floor and clawed helplessly at his neck. Shards 

broken glass had cut into his throat, severing the carotid 

ries and jugular. A long splinter jutted from his windpipe. 

‘he general thrashed on the floor, blood jetting from his torn 

yat. Finally his body merely twitched until ali life vanished 

ver. Z 

alcon looked down at the broken body of General Song Van 

1. His breath came in hard, ragged pants. A good piece of 

k Falcon considered. 

‘Jesus,”’ Rivera groaned as he sat up and rubbed his bruised 

uw. 

Everything’s okay, Matador,’’ Falcon assed relieved 

: Rivera appeared unharmed. 

‘What about Song?’’ 

‘Dead,”’ the captain answered, walking unsteadily toward 

era. ‘‘You stay here and rest . 

I feel fine, man,’’ Rivera insisted, but when he tried to rise 

fell back on his rump. ‘/Christo!’’ 

‘Wait here until Malpractice gets a chance to check you 
”* Falcon told him. ‘‘That’s an order. You want me to 
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break your fucking arm again?” 

“No way,” Rivera answered. He grinned despite 
throbbing in his skull. ‘Once was enough. Besides, I don’t | 
so tough right now.” 

**You are tough, Matador,”’ Falcon assured him. ‘‘One | 
of a man.”’ 

The captain located his Colt and returned it to leath 
Faintly over the rattle of the wheels and creak of cars, he he: 
two short blasts of the whistle. 

A second later, another single shriek sounded. 

Then came a long series of short screams, sounding every 
of the panic the operator must feel to use the internatio 
railroad ‘emergency signal. Falcon turned from his victim 4 
hastily left the caboose. He climbed the ladder and began to 1 
forward. ; 

From this vantage point he could see far along the tracks. 
the distance, a column of black smoke rose in a bent-bi 
stream that indicated great speed. To the best of his abili 
Falcon began to run along the top of the swaying train. 
reached the foremost tankcar and paused a second to gauge | 
rocking rhythm of the coal car. Then he flexed his knees 2 
leaped the distance between. 

A moment later he stepped down into the cab. 

‘“What is it?’ he asked, though he felt sure he knew. 

“See for yourself,’’ O’Quinn offered, his coal-dust smea 
face pale with genuine fright. 

Falcon stuck his head out the side window and looked do 
the tracks. 

Even at two kilometers distance along the rails, the In 
black engine that raced toward them seemed monstrous. 
could see'no sidings that would provide passing safety and | 
single track main line set the two locomotives on an inevita 
collision course. 

_ “It is a runaway, M’sieu,’’ Marcel shouted into his ear. ‘ 
has been put on the track to deliberately wreck us.”’ 

Falcon drew his head and shoulders back inside the cab a 
turned to face O’Quinn and Marcel DuPres. 

“Oh, shit,”’ he stated simply. 
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TWENTY-FIVE 


ickly Falcon gathered his thoughts. “We have to unass this 
nster.”” He switched to French and, to verify his decision, 
ed Marcel, ‘‘It wouldn’t do any gocd to try to stop, would 


‘Non, M’sieu.”’ 
‘Right. O’Quinn, head back and get everyone eeaay to jump 
the train when it slows down. Monsieur Engineer, when I 
e the word, I want you to cut back the throttle and apply the 
ikes. i) 
Vlarcel’s eyes widened with concern. ‘‘What of the soldiers? 
ere must be more out there.” 
‘We'll worry about that once we’re off the train.” 
With a nod forward, Marcel spoke his thoughts. aloud. 
hey ... they are going to harm my Lizette, eh?’’ 
‘It looks very much like that is the plan.” 
Marcel’s backbone stiffened and he drew back his shoulders. 
3 chin came forward in a Gallic gesture of defiance. ‘‘Then 
shall make a good accounting for ourselves. Mort @ le 
mmuniste! Vive la France!’’ He immediately began to slow - 
big 4-8-4 Northern. 
Remington Snow dropped into the cab. “Byeryone i is ready 
*k there. Junior worries that the shock of being thrown off - 
| damage the decoder.’’ 
‘A chance we have to take,’’ Falcon told him. 
ess than a kilometer separated the smoking, chuffing 
remoths when Falcon checked again. ‘‘All right, hit the 
ikes.”* 
sand poured out and steel wheels shrilled in protest against 
rails, Sparks flew from the locked wheels. When the speed 
ypped below five miles an hour, Falcon and John Snow made . 
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ready to jump off. 

“T shall open the valves and then join you,’’ Marcel declare: 
“Bonne chance, mon Capitaine.”’ 

Falcon left the train first, followed closely by Snow. Then tl 
rest of the Black Eagles leaped away from the doomed irc 
steed and rolled in the high elephant grass along the right : 
way. Finally, the small figure of Marcel DuPres flung aw: 
from the locomotive and crashed into the ground. Tl 
Northern steamer slowly began to gain speed. DuPres rose ar 
solemnly saluted his former charge, then started a limping rv 
toward the team, which had gathered around Falcon. 

“By my calculations we have less than four miles to the LZ. 

**Yeah,’’ Malpractice McCorkel began sourly. “And ho 
many NVA troops between us and it?’’ 

‘*We'll find out on the way. Let’s get to humping it.’’ 

Without a crew in either locomotive, no further warnin 
sounded before the giant machines smashed together in head-c 
fury. With the explosive force of a five hundred pound bom! 
the boilers ruptured as the thick metal plates telescoped o 
themselves. Steam, dust and coal smoke obscured the center « 
the grinding, groaning turmoil. A wheel flew off the pilot truc 
of Marcel’s engine and howled through the air like a roun 
from a one-five-five howitzer. The locomotives rose into the a 
like prehistoric beasts in mortal combat, then, amid the rendin 
sounds and explosions of their destruction, fell back to eart 
with a thunderous crash. Cars teetered, broke their coupling 
and smashed one into another before falling off the rails. 

“Christ, what a smashup,’’ O’Quinn observed. 

“‘Makes you. think of that song,’’ Culpepper commentec 
“The Wreck of Old Ninety-seven.’’ 

“‘Let’s move out, kiddies,’’ Falcon ordered. 

Dinky Dow set out ahead of the main body and soon locate 
a trail leading generally in the right direction. He marked - 
clearly and moved on. Olobong, on point, spotted the sma 
scrap of khaki cloth and directed the Black Eagles onto th 
pathway, then pocketed the tell-tale marker, Falcon droppe 
_ back to where Junior and O’Quinn carried the Secon: 
**How did it survive?”’ 
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No loose parts I can hear rattling around,’’ Junior Wakely 
vered. ‘So long as nothing major is busted up, the brain 
5 can always figure out how it functions. But . . . damn, it’s 
ry.” 
Only a little way to go.”’ Falcon trotted forward again and 
ped beside Culpepper: ‘‘Hey, Sam, it isn’t going to-take 
; for the NVA to figure out which way we went. How about 
ing out the last of your explosives to slow them down?”’ 
I'll do what I can in the time we have, Cap’n.”’ 
Fine. Figure to put the last two at the edge of the LZ. That — 
ald help keep their heads down while we extract in the 
ppers. ” 
It’s a long time until dark, Cap’n.”’ 
That’s why we need to buy some slack. The choppers will 
roming in around sunset.”’ 
‘ulpepper dropped back along the trail and knelt beside a 
. A few moments thought gave him an idea. From his pack 
ook two large C-ration cans, opened them with his P-38 and 
nped out the contents. He put a quarter block of C-4 into 
bottom of each, packed it tightly and made a buffer of the 
off lid, damp leaves and earth. : 
ibove this he placed several handfuls of small pebbles. With 
spike end of his cap crimper, he poked a hole in the exact 
ter of each bottom, wriggling the tool to make sure the hole 
large enough to receive a non-electric cap. Then he took a 
of M-1 firing device mechanisms out and crimped caps into 
base of each. These he inserted in the holes and sealed them 
1 blobs of C-4 to insure positive detonation. 
lis improvised grape shot charges ready now, he secured one 
he trunk of a tree with nylon cord, crossed the trail and did 
same with the other. He aimed both of them at an inter- 
ing point along the pathway and attached one end of a long 
of wire to the firing pin on first one then the other. Quickly 
pepper strung out the wire to a spot some two feet beyond 
focal point of the blast. There he drove a stake on each side 
he narrow track and fed the line around one, securing it to 
other to form his anchored pull. 
le retraced his steps and removed first the locking safety 
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pins, then the positive safeties of each firing device. Culpep] 
gathered his materials and trotted off down the trail. At a ber 
where the path began to climb toward the low plateau that hi 
their landing zone, le stopped again and removed one of | 
two remaining claymores from its container. He aimed it alo 
the approach line, wired it tightly to a tree, screened by bush: 
and set up his trip line. He pulled the safety pin and hurried ¢ 
A hundred meters along the trail he stopped again and rigg 
out two more improvised grape shot boobytraps. 

That left him with one claymore, two quarter pound bloc 
of C-4 and three grenades. Those, he figured would find a 1 
before long. 

Near the lip of the table-top ridge, Culpepper found the : 
mainder of the team. “‘It’s a five-dash-twenty-five job, Cap’n 
Culpepper reported to Falcon, referring to FM-5-25, on exp! 
sives and demolitions. 

“Good. Can you rig something out there, about thi 
hundred meters? Both sides of the trail. That way we can | 
them get in about two-fifty and open up. The oop behi 
will dive for the sides and . 

-“The old Russian suicide game, eh?”” 

**Yeah. Play their own tricks on them.” 

“*How long do you figure to hold them here?’’ 

“That depends on when they get this far. We'll leave thr 
men here while the rest go to the LZ. It’s about a mile and 
half from here, beyond that thick stand of trees.’’ 

“One of them had better be me, then, so I can set up my Is 
surprise. I saved back a claymore.”’ 

Falcon nodded approval. Culpepper borrowed C-ration ca 
and made three more grape shot charges. These he set up alo. 
the trail, aimed back toward the direction from which -t! 
enemy would come. On the opposite side, he trip-wired t 
three grenades, the rear one being white phosphorus. Now : 
the volunteers had to do was wait, while Falcon took the rest. 
the Black Eagles to the LZ. 

Ten minutes later, from some two miles away, they heard t 

‘muffled roar of the first booby trap. 


ss # 8 
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An enterprising young corporal found the Black Eagles’ 
scape route. His report brought two companies of infantry on 
he run. The men formed into a long column and started out 
ifter the fleeing Americans. The position of honor, in. the lead, 
vas given to the man who had put them on the right trail. 
roudly the youthful NCO led out, dreaming of promotion and 
iso of the exciting stories he could tell when he returned to his 
rillage on leave. 

The column made half a mile into the jungle without e encoun- 
ering the~enemy. The men were relaxed, walking easily and 
alking among themselves. Out in front, commanded by the 
‘orporal who had pointed the way, a party of six soldiers 
‘ormed the point. 

The anchored pull wire tugged at the corporal’s ankles and 
vent slack before he realized what had happened. An eardrum 
»ursting roar drowned out the agonized shrieks of his comrades 
t fraction of a.second later and he felt the painful bite of hard 
ybjects pelting his chest and face. One burst his right eyeball 
ind he had time to reach for the streaming wound before black- 
1ess overcame him and he fell dead with the rest. 

Shaken by this unexpected ambush, the column reformed and 
noved out again, this time with only two men on point. Their 
srogress along the trail went without incident and in accordance 
vith the odds allowed by the gods of war, they both missed the 
rext trip-wire. The three soldiers at the head of the column 
ranked free the firing pin of Culpepper’s claymore two minutes 
ater. A great metallic krang assaulted:the troopers’ ears and the 
uir sang with small steel pellets. The first six bodies absorbed 
he most, ripped to shreds by the deadly missiles. Five more 
jied horribly, pelted by the invisible servants of eternity. The 
company commander of the lead element called a conference 
with his contemporary. 

“The men must be more careful. How did the point miss that 
tip wire?”’ 

“That must have been a claymore mine,’’ the second captain 
surmised. ‘“‘The wire could have been covered with leaves and 
wigs to break up its shape. If we slow down enough to make 
ure of every centimeter of the trail, we will never catch the 
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enemy.” 

“1 don’t like losing men for no purpose.” 

“Hanoi ordered this search. Consider that reason enough.”’ 

The first captain shrugged. ‘“‘Duty before caution. Yes, 
Comrade, I understand that. Even so, would you like the honor 
of taking the lead for a while?” 

‘‘Nothing would please me more. However, it is you who 
need a few commendations to fill out your personnel file and 
insure promotion, not I. Far be it from me to deny you the 
opportunity to obtain praise.’’ 

A sardonic smile twisted the first captain’ s lips. ‘“Your 
generosity and humility overwhelm me.” He returned to his 
men. ‘“We will move out now. And try to be more careful.”’ 

Culpepper had employed a particularly nasty subterfuge with 
the next pair of grape shot cannisters. The trip wire had been 
set far back up the trail, so that fifteen men went past the point 
of detonation before the pins jerked free and fired the: 
improvised charges directly into the packed ranks of the 
column. 


When the blast died away, Culpepper grinned at his com- 
panions. ‘‘That last one was about a klick away. I doubt they'll 
be movin’ any too fast from now on. I’d give ’em a good ten, 
fifteen minutes before they get here.” 

. Manuel Rivera looked at his watch and checked the western 
sky. ‘‘About an hour before sundown. This is going to be a 
bitch.”” 

Lt. Mare Blum produced a weak, sickly grin. ‘‘This isn’t the 
best way to be spending a Saturday afternoon.” 

“Then what did you volunteer for, sir?’ Rivera inquired, 

“The honor of the Air Force—what else?’’ 

**Horseshit!”’. Rivera’s voice held compassion, not anger. 
“*You ask me, sir, you’re tryin’ to make up for cracking in the 
cave and bringing all that shit down on us. You're okay . . . for 
an officer and a flyboy, you know that?” 

Blum flushed a pale crimson. “You won’t let my secret out, 
will you, Matador?”’ 
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“Don’t imagine so. Hell, in a little while we'll be so busy 
ustin’ slopes that I’ll probably forget everything we talked 
bout, right?”’ 

“‘Al-l right!’’ Blum enthused. He checked his spare maga- 
nes with fumbling fingers and sighted experimentally down the 


When the first NVA soldiers came into view, the trio eased 
ito firing positions and waited out the advance. The point men 
me on slowly, probing the ground in front of them with long 
icks. They did it in a careful manner, in order to locate, but 
ot trip, any pull wires. Culpepper chuckled softly in satisfac- 
on. His previous boobytraps had conditioned them to think 
nly of the trail. At a turtle’s pace they came toward the 
aiting Americans. : 
Two minutes later the lead element of the column came into 
ght. They, too, glanced nervously at the ground around their 
et and seemed reluctant to take another step. 

“Hold it... steady...’? Blum muttered. “‘Let the front 
F that column come on up to about two ented fifty 
leters.”” 

“T’ll take the point guys,’? Culpepper whispered. 

Manuel Rivera fitted the shoulder stock of the Soviet RPD he 
ad salvaged from the train into the pocket between his deltoid 
uscle and neck and sighted on the third line of men in the 
umn. Blum brought his M-16 to bear. 

“Okay... now!”’ 

All three opened .up. The trio on point dropped under a 
stained burst from Culpepper’s M-16. Nine soldiers fell 
juirming and bleeding when Rivera slashed 7.62mm slugs into 
ie column and Blum used slow fire mode to pick off one after 
nother of those who tried to aid their fallen comrades. Most of 
e soldiers obeyed impulse and training and leaped for the 
des of the trail. ; 

The grape shot cannisters went off first. Screams of agony 
se from the stunned men who had been lashed by sprays of 
ripper clips, P-38 can openers and marble-sized rocks. 

Then the grenades blew. 

Howls of anguish echoed off the face of the ridge and bodies 
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writhed in mortal surrender. The sizzling blobs of whit 
phosphorus landed on flesh and began to bubble as it at 
through. The victims shrieked piteously and writhed in th 
flames of the fires started by other bits. Routed now by thi: 
violent ambuscade, the survivors attempted to withdraw, onl; 
to call down fire on themselves from the three. men above. . 

“One magazine left,’ Marc Blum announced some si 
minutes later. 

“Same here,’’ Culpepper acknowledged. 

“I’ve got two drums I’ve not used. Want to save one. Hey, 

here they come again.”’ 

' Fifteen NVA soldiers ran forward out of the dense smoke o: 
slowly burning fires, firing wildly from the hip while they came 
One released his AK-47 and drew a Soviet RDG-5 handgrenade. 
He armed it and brought up his hand to throw. : 

Then Culpepper shot him in the head. 

He and three of his Marxist buddies died messily when the 
grenade went off. Culpepper already sought another target. 

’ “Pm down to my balls-to-the-wall mag,’’ Blum told them. 
“It’s time to haul out of here.”’ 

He rose and so did Culpepper. An AK-47 ripped the air-s 
short way from them on the left. The bullets stitched acros: 
Marc Blum’s lower body. Two shattered his pelvis and a thirc 
powdered the ball joint-at the top end of his femur. He dropped 
in a heap, face white with pain and dry lips working like a fish 
out of water. 

“‘Mother-fucker! !Pendejo cabron!’’ Manuel Rivera screamed 
as he ran the last ten rounds out of the RPD’s drum. 

The imprudent NVA soldier who had shot Blum jerked and 
spun on his heels, then fell face-first into the underbrush. 

“We'll get you out of here, Lieutenant,’’ Manuel promised. 

“‘No you won't, Matador. I can’t walk and carrying me 
would slow you down too much. Now go on, get the hell out of 
here. I'll keep them back as long as I can.’’ 

“For the honor of the Air Force, huh Zeus?’’ 

**You can bet your ass. Ow! Oh, God, that hurts. Go on. Get 
moving. That’s an order.’’ 

“*I’ve got a couple spares for my M-Sixteen,’’ Rivera offered. 
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: bent low and laid the magazines beside the wounded officer. 
Jse ’em in good health, eh?” 

Blum tried to laugh and ended choking on his-pain. ‘“‘Go on 
u two, Make tracks. Good-bye, Sam Spade. Good-bye, 
atador.”’ 

‘Good-bye, Lieutenant,’’ Culpepper worked out past a tight- 
is in his throat. ‘‘And ... God bless you, Zeus.’ 

‘Vaya con Dios, amigo,’’ Rivera choked out, tears streaming 
wn his brown face. 

A sixth sense caused Culpepper to whirl and gun down two 
re NVA troopers. His sudden ferocity broke the charge of 
» remaining four, who scurried toward safety behind the 
een of smoke from the phosphorus fires. Then he and 
vera crawled on their bellies to the top of the plateau and well 
t of sight of the enemy below. 

They got up and ran then. They ran like hell itself chased 
™m.. 

Boot soles edaadiie on the hard-packed red soil, Rivera and 
pepper reached the distant trees before the sound of firing 
ie again from behind them. Culpepper set about installing the 
ymore while Rivera watched their back-trail.: 

“Hurry up. They'll over-run Blum any time now.” 

“I’m doin’ it as fast as Ican.” . 

Abruptly the fusillade died out. “‘Awh, shit. Shit, shit, shit! 
ey got him.*’ 

To cover his own feelings, Culpepper seveied to the flannel- 
uth dialect of his native Georgia. ‘‘He be in de Jewish 
lhallah befo’ sundown, I’s reckon.”’ 

“You got that thing ready?”’ 

‘In a minute. Any nen of our slopie friends?” 

“Not so far.” . 

“Okay, let’s haul out of here, Matador.” 

Side by side they trotted off along the trail. A hundred meters 
o the dense stand of tall jungle trees, Culpepper stopped and 
ged his last set of grape shot cannisters. A bit further on, he 
pped again. 

“Get busy cuttin’ some of that thin bamboo,” he told 
vera. “I want four of them, about four feet long and 
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sharpened on one end. Cut all the leaves off.” 

While Rivera went about this task, Culpepper selected a lor 
green shaft of bamboo, felled it and sliced away the leaves. F 
tied it to two trees off the trail, roughly in line one behind tl 
other. Then he bent back the springy free end and checked i 
swing. It worked perfectly for his purpose. He set up a trip wi 
mechanism that would release the short catch device he mad 
Then he positioned the swing arm and fixed a crosspiece rest ft 
the arrows Rivera had fashioned. 

‘*Hey, a VC whip,”’ Matador remarked when he recognize 
‘the design. 

‘Right. Let ’°em suck their own sour pill. We'll break off o 
bayonets and knife blades to tip those with.” 

“Nasty.” 

**Right on, Matador.’’ 

In another five minutes they set off again. 

Close to the far edge of the tree belt, they came upon Din! 
‘Dow. The Vietnamese scout had dug a shallow pit, slantir 
upward, and set his crossbow in it, a trip wire attached so th 
the first man to release it would get a poisoned bolt in the ches 
A bit more sophisticated than Celpepper's arrow whip, ar 
equally effective. 

Culpepper grinned at him. ‘‘Any of those guys who come 
after all of this have got to be su-i-cidal,’’ he drawled. 

“Captain says, ‘twenty minutes, maybe less the choppers w. 
be here.’ ’? Dinky Dow informed them. 

**Let’s get humpin’ then,’’ Rivera advised. 

Bright orange panels marked the landing zone. To tl 
treeward side, the Black Eagles had dug shallow firing pits ar 
scrunched down behind them, waiting for the NYA; whom the 
knew would come. 

‘*Where’s Blum?”’ Falcon asked when Culpepper and Rive: 
reached his position. 

**He bought it, Falcon. Damn shame. He wasn’t “such a be 
guy, you know.”’ Manuel Rivera eulogized. 

Falcon shook his head in regret. ‘‘It’s the shits, Matador. Tt 
shits. Malpractice raised our dustoff team on Blum’s radio an 
they’re coming in early,”’ the team leader explained. ‘“‘Have tt 
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en smoke ready.”’ 

Lulpepper nodded and produced a cannister of colored 
poke. 

\ faint, distant whupping of rotor blades barely reached 
lible range when the last claymore went off. The team 
sed, knowing that split seconds separated them from escape 
capture and death. Angry shouts rose from the jungle 
iwth, followed by the sharper crack of the C-4 in Culpepper’s 
me-made mines. Two minutes draggingly passed. 

shrill, agonized human shrieks split the late afternoon quiet. 
hose arrows do good work,’ Culpepper called from his pit. 
‘The choppers! I see the choppers!’’ Malpractice McCorkel 
vuted excitedly. ‘‘About two klicks out. Come on, baby, 
ne on in here!’’ He grabbed up the microphone of the small 
beside his hole and began speaking rapidly into it. 

4 near animal scream of pain came from the edge of the 
igle. A moment later a solitary NVA trooper staggered into 
ht, hands clutching at the shaft of Dinky Dow’s crossbow 
lt. He worked his mouth, yet no other sound came forth. 
th-a final, faltering -step, he sagged at the knees and 
impled to the ground. 

‘Any time now,’* Falcon cautioned. 

fen soldiers burst from the trees. A swelling cacophony.of 
zing rifles met them. Three fell at once, another tried to run 
ie of the deadly. fire zone and went onto his face as though 
yped by an invisible foot. The rest went to the ground and 
urned volley for volley. ; 

lwo UH-ID stretch Hueys hovered above. The Black Eagles 
apped anxious glances upward at them and back at the ad- 
icing enemy. Culpepper took a nod from Falcon and popped 
: green smoke. Suddenly a force of forty men raced from the 
= toward the pitifully inadequate defenses of the desperate 


ae of the choppers skidded sideways in “the air and a 
ntorian roar erupted from the door gun on the side toward 
: NVA soldiers, The plexiglass nose rotated toward the ad- 
acing enemy and, from a pod between the belly skids, half a 
zen HE Anti-personnel missiles belched forth. Immediately 
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the Huey. adjusted its firing point and opened up on the jun; 

Out in the tall grass, the NVA troops died in copi 
quantity. Ripped and shattered by shrapnel and high explosi\ 
pierced by rifle and’ machine gun-bullets, they began to forr 
windrow of flesh a hundred and fifty meters from the he 
fought Black Eagles. Over the bedlam of battle, the twin-bla: 
rotors of one UH-1ID grew louder as the transport ship 
down. 

It hovered two feet off the ground and by twos, un 
Falcon’s direction, the Black Eagles left their scant shelter : 
raced to safety. 

Malpractice McCorkel helped Jack Galchaser hobble to 
gyrating skids and the big Cherokee used his massive, power: 
shoulders to muscle his way into reach of the crew chief. 1 
medic went back to aid others, dodging low to: avoid 
constant whiplash of in-coming fire. O’Quinn and Xa 
Olobong went next. A slug slapped at O’Quinn’s cami sle 
and he cursed it in hot, bog-accented Gaelic. Their boot sc 
barely disappeared over the floor lip of the chopper wi 
Malpractice returned with Andrea. Blood ran from a d 
crease on her left shoulder under a hastily applied field dressi 
McCorkel returned to lay down heavy, accurate fire wl 
Manuel Rivera and Marcel DuPres made a dash for escape. 

- Bullets kicked up around Manuel’s heels and he hear« 
solid, meaty smack when one slapped low into Marcel’s ba 
The little Frenchman went slack and Rivera grabbed him. © 

*1’m not going to let you die here after the train ride 3 
gave us,”’ the gaunt-faced Mexican-American growled. 

By main strength, Rivera hoisted Marcel up and threw | 
into the chopper. Then he pulled himself aboard. A quick 1c 
behind him brought his M-16 to his shoulder. 

* Junior Wakely and Dinky Dow pounced over the gro. 
toward the hovering craft, hampered by the bulky decoder, w 
three NVA soldiers only six meters behind them. 

“Duck!’’ Rivera shouted. 

When the young American and Vietnamese officers b 
forward at the waist, Rivera touched off a long burst. Bul 
hammered into the pursuing troopers and they went down it 
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ud of dust. Rivera moved out on the door and extended a 
id to assist his fellow Black Eagles. 

“he decoder came first, followed by Wakely and Dow. ° “4 
“hree team members remained to be loaded. Bee 
temington Snow literally lifted Malpractice off his feet and - 
tcked him in the direction of the Huey. Face flushed, 
Corkel shook a fist at the troop sergeant. 

‘Not until the old man goes!’’ the medic bellowed. 

‘Then we go together,” Falcon said calmly. 

\bove them the gunship made another blitzing pass, blasting 
wn trees and shredding foliage. More of the tenacious NVA 
jiers died in a fountain of 7.62mm slugs from the M-60s at 
h ‘side door. Snow reached the rescue chopper and literally 
ew Malpractice inside. He hoisted himself on the rim of the 
or plates and turned to grab Falcon. 

\ final burst ripped from Falcon’s M-16, Segniented by 
ceato blasts from Rivera and Culpepper, who stood upright 
the door, defying the hail of steel-cored Soviet bullets to 
wide covering fire. 

3ullets pierced the thin skin of the UH-1D while Remington 
yw slid his arms under Falcon’s shoulders and jerked him 
skward to safety. Before the Black Eagles’ commander got 
boots inside the craft, the pilot sent the Huey upward in a 
zying spiral, under full lift power. 

fads rosy laid a hand on Culpepper’s arm. ‘“‘When we 


back . ... going to... to put in a request that you 
made . ...@... permanent member of...the Black 
sles.”” 


“or the’ first time since the age of ten, large, scalding tears of 
and gratitude coursed down Calvin Culpepper’s craggy, 
hogany cheeks. 

3elow on the ground, the NVA soldiers poured into the open 
d, furious at the prospect of losing their quarry. Their 
ume of fire increased, though the accuracy lacked a great 
Il, and effectively drowned out the roaring approach of a 
ht of Navy interceptors. They screamed in over. the 
iptingly exposed targets and unloaded with napalm and 
non fire. 
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While Falcon and Remington Snow watched with tl 
mouths closed in grim lines, what for them had been the me 
ful deliverance of the landing zone turned into a hellgroun 
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be the ultimate test for THE SURVIVALIST. 


#9; EARTH FIRE (1405, $2.51 
Rourke, the only hope for breaking the Russians’ brutal hold ov 
America, and the Reds fear the same thing: the imminent combustio 
of the earth’s atmosphere into global deadly flames! 


#10: THE AWAKENING ~ (1478, $2.51 
Rourke discovers that others have survived the explosion of tk 
earth’s atmosphere into flames—and must face humans who live t 
kill and kill to live, eating the flesh of their victims! 


’ Available wherever paperbacks are sold, or order direct from the Pu 
lisher. Send cover price plus 50¢ per copy for mailing and handling | 
Zebra Books, 475 Park Avenue South, New York, N.Y. CUS: D 
NOT SEND CASH. j 


NEW ADVENTURES FROM ZEBRA 


EPTH FORCE (1355, $2.95) 
‘Irving A. Greenfield 


1ilt in secrecy and manned by a phantom crew, the Shark is 
merica’s unique high technology submarine whose mission is to 
»p the Russians from dominating the seas. If in danger of cap- 
re ce Shark must self-destruct — meaning there’s only victory or 
a 


EPTH FORCE #2: DEATH DIVE - (1472, $2.50) 
rIrving A. Greenfield 

he Shark, racing toward an incalculable fortune in gold from an 
icient wreck, has a bloody confrontation with a Soviet killer sub. 
ist when victory seems assured, a traitor threatens the survival of 
‘ery man aboard—and endangers national security! 


HE WARLORD (1189, $3.50) 
r Jason Frost 

he world’s gone mad with dtecaphton: Isolated from help, the 
irvivors face a state in which law is a memory and violence is the 
ile. Only one man is fit to lead the people, a mari raised among 
ie Indians and trained by the Marines. He is Erik Ravensmith, 
HE WARLORD —a deadly adversary anda hero of our times. 


HE WARLORD #2: THE CUTTHROAT (1308, $2.50) 
y Jason Frost 

hough death sails the Sea of Los Angeles, there is only one man 
ho will fight to save what is left of California’s ravaged paradise. 
is a is THE WARLORD—and he won't stop until the job is 
one! 


HE WARLORD #3: BADLAND - (1437, $2.50) 
y Jason Frost e 

is son has been kidnapped by his worst enemy and THE WAR- 
ORD must fight a pack of killers to free him. Getting close enough 
y grab the boy will be nearly impossible — but then sois living in this 
rtured world! 


vailable wherever paperbacks are sold, or order direct from the 
ublisher. Send cover price plus 50€ per copy for mailing and 
indling to Zebra Books, 475 Park Avenue South, New York, N.Y. 
016. DO NOT SEND CASH. 7 


THE NEWEST ADVENTURES AND ESCAPADES OF 
BOLT 
by Cort Martin 


#10: BAWDY HOUSE SHOWDOWN (1176, $2.25) 
The best man to run the new brothel in San Francisco is Bolt. But 
Bolt’s intimate interviews lead to a shoot-out that has the city quak- 
ing—and the girls shaking! 


#11: THE LAST BORDELLO (1224, $2.25) 
A working girl in Angel’s camp doesn’t stand a chance—unless 
Jared Bolt takes up arms to bring a little peace to the town .. . and 
discovers that the trouble is caused by a woman who used to do the 
same! 


#12: THE HANGTOWN HARLOTS ; (1275, $2.25) 
When the miners come to town, the local girls are used to having 
wild parties, but events are turning ugly . . . and murderous. Jared 
Bolt knows the trade of tricking better than anyone, though, and is 
always the first to come to a lady in need . 


#13: MONTANA MISTRESS (1316, $2.25) 
Roland Cameron owns the local bank, the sheriff, and the town— 
and he thinks he owns the sensuous saloon singer, Charity, as well. 
But the moment Bolt and Charity eye each other there’s fire —espe- 
cially gunfire! © 


#14: VIRGINIA CITY VIRGIN (1360, $2.25) 
When Katie’s bawdy house holds a high stakes raffle, Bolt fi igures to 
take a chance. It’s winner take all—and the prize is a budding nine- 
teen year old virgin! But there’s a passle of gun-toting folks who'd 
rather see Bol in a coffin than in the virgin’s bed! 


#15: BORDELLO BACKSHOOTER (1411, $2.25) 
Nobody has ever seen the face of curvaceous Cherry Bonner,: the 
_ Mysterious madam of the bawdiest bordello in Cheyenne. When 
Bolt keeps a pimp with big ideas and a terrible temper from having 
his way with Cherry, gunfire flares and a gambling man would bei 
on murder: Bolt’s! 


Available wherever paperbacks are sold, or order direct from the 
Publisher. Send cover price plus 50¢ per copy for mailing and 
handling to Zebra Books, 475 Park Avenue South, New York, N.Y. 
10016. DO NOT SEND CASH. 


MORE OF THE HOTTEST WESTERNS! 


INN #18: THE GOLDEN LADY (1298, $2.25) 
Jory Sherman 

nn’s got a beautiful miner’s daughter in front of him, and hard- 
e killers closing in on him from the rear. It looks like he'll be 
r0ting in all directions! 


INN #19: HIGH MOUNTAIN HUSSY (1348, $2.25) 
Jory Sherman 
mn gets intimate with a dark-haired temptress—and she’s re- 
ling i it all! Her father’s been murdered, but not before writing a 
ptic message that Gunn’s obliged to decipher —before a killer 
iphers Gunn! 


INN #20: TEN-GALLON TEASE ~ (1378, $2.25) 
Jory Sherman 

th Apache raiders and a desperate outlaw gang.each planning 
ambush, Gunn’s chance to make fast money selling California 
tses to the U.S. Cavalry looks slim. He’s lucky he can count on 
: fra of a wild and beautiful tomboy to help him in the 
iches 


ELTER #18: TABOO TERRITORY (1379, $2.25) 
Paul Ledd _ 

ruthless death-battalion member is Shelter’s target — but Shel- 
‘s got to get the Baja to take his shot. And with the help of a 
‘k-haired Baja beauty, he may just succeed! 


ELTER #19: THE HARD MEN (1428, $2.25) 
Paul Ledd 

elter’s aiming to cross another member of the death battalion 
“his hit list—except he’s hunting the wrong man. Morgan’s in 
‘trouble, and it takes the hot touch of an eager squaw to get him — 

idy for action! 


(ELTER #20: SADDLE TRAMP (1464, $2.25) 

Paul Ledd 

- Tracking another killer, Shelter takes on the identity of a murdered 
U.S. marshal and lays down the law. And a buxom bargirl named 

_ Lola likes the way the law lays! 


Available wherever paperbacks are sold, or order direct from the 
Publisher. Send cover price plus 50¢ per copy for mailing and 
handling to Zebra Books, 475 Park Avenue South, New York, 
N.Y. 10016. DO NOT SEND CASH. 


THE BEST IN SUSPENSE FROM ZEBRA 
by Jon Land © 


THE DOOMSDAY SPIRAL_ (1481, $3.50 


Tracing the deadly twists and turns of a plot born in Auschwitz 
Alabaster — master assassin and sometime Mossad agent — race 
against time and operatives from every major service in order t: 
control and kill a genetic nightmare let loose in America! 


THE LUCIFER DIRECTIVE (1353, $3.50 
From a dramatic attack on Hollywood’s Oscar Ceremony to th 
hijacking of three fighter bombers armed with nuclear weapons 
terrorists are out-gunning agents and events are outracing govern 
ments. Minutes are ticking away to a searing blaze of ae 
tering destruction! 


VORTEX (1469-4, $3.50 
The President of the US and the Soviet Premier are both helpless 
Nuclear missiles are hurtling their way to a first strike and no on 
can stop the top-secret fiasco — except three men with old score 
to settle. But if one of them dies, all humanity will perish in a vor 
tex of annihilation! 


MUNICH 10 (1300, $3.95 
_by Lewis Orde 

They've killed her lover, and they’ve kidnapped her son. Now th 
world-famous actress is swept into a maelstorm of internationa 
intrigue and bone-chilling suspense — and the only man who ca! 
help her pursue her enemies is a complete stranger . . . 


DEADFALL (1400, $3.95 
By Lewis Orde and Bill Michaels 


The two men Linda cares about most, her father and her lovei 
entangle her in a plot to hold Manhattan Island hostage for a bil 
lion dollars ransom. When the bridges and tunnels to Manhattat 
are blown, Linda is suddenly a terrorist. — except she’s the on 
who’s terrified! ; 


Available wherever paperbacks are sold, or order direct from the 
Publisher. Send cover price plus 50€ per copy for mailing and 
handling to Zebra Books, 475 Park Avenue South, New York, 
N.Y. 10016, DO NOT SEND CASH. 
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